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Abstract 
 The research presented in this thesis explores the development of the professional 
identity of child care practitioners, using self-authorship theory as the theoretical 
framework. Self-authorship is a career development theory which was first proposed by 
Kegan (1994) and further developed by Baxter Magolda (2001). Self-authorship refers to 
the development of capacities to analyse and make informed judgements (personal 
epistemology dimension) in light of one’s social relationships (interpersonal dimension), 
and sense of self (intrapersonal dimension) (Creamer & Laughlin, 2005). With its focus 
on critical reflection, self-authorship provides a new way in which to investigate child 
care practitioners’ developing professional identity in the specific social, cultural, 
political and economic contexts in which early childhood education and care (ECEC) 
services are currently situated.  
This study uses sociocultural theory as the overarching meta-theory to understand 
practitioner professional identity and self-authorship. Derived in part from the theoretical 
concepts of Vygotsky (1978), a sociocultural theoretical perspective highlights the social 
and cultural contexts of social interaction and participation. Although there is literature 
discussing the importance of developing a professional identity for practitioners within 
ECEC, to date, there is no known research that has examined professional identity from 
the theoretical perspective of self-authorship within a sociocultural context.  
The research used semi-structured interviews to explore the beliefs held by 15 
Australian vocational child care students about their professional identity as they 
transitioned from vocational training (Phase 1) into professional practice (Phase 2) over a 
24 month period. The nature of the participants’ personal epistemological, interpersonal, 
and intrapersonal beliefs, as dimensions of self-authorship theory, were investigated by 
addressing the following research questions: 
1. In what ways do child care students consider their professional role and identity and 
position themselves as educators of young children within the context of their 
vocational study? 
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2. How do child care practitioners understand and negotiate their professional identities 
as they move from being vocational education students to work in child care 
contexts?  
The findings showed three patterns of professional identity development. First, a 
tentative professional identity involved a heavy reliance on the unquestioned direction of 
experts with beliefs about practice collected from these experts rather than internally 
constructed through a sophisticated critically reflective personal epistemology. Second, 
participants described as having an emergent professional identity, reflected on practice 
but did not go beyond practical strategies to include theory. These participants also 
looked to their teachers and more experienced and knowledgeable practitioners to 
validate their beliefs about practice. Finally, the self-authored professional identity was 
characterised by practitioners’ sophisticated personal epistemology and the capacity to 
engage in critical reflection. This critical reflection assisted them in their independent 
negotiation of many viewpoints, including research and theory, as well as their ability to 
clearly articulate intrapersonal understandings about their practice with young children. 
An important key finding is that the dimension of personal epistemology was 
foregrounded across all dimensions of self-authorship, with the capacity to critically 
reflect significant in the transformation to an internally defined sense of self and clear 
perceptions of professional identity.  
This research has contributed new understandings about the nature of professional 
identity for child care practitioners and how professional identity changes during 
transition from student into professional ECEC practice. Self-authorship has provided a 
new framework for understanding the negotiation and development of child care 
practitioners’ professional identity in socio cultural contexts. Findings from this study, 
indicating the importance of critically reflective practice, align with existing research 
which suggests that vocationally-trained practitioners may not be adequately prepared to 
negotiate the new early year’s curriculum framework as critically reflective practitioners. 
These findings indicate a need for training institutions and workplaces to move beyond 
competency-based training approaches to include more critically reflective approaches to 
learning. Students who are able to reflect critically are empowered to be more socially 
responsive, self-directed and less dependent on false assumptions (Brownlee, Edwards, 
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Berthelsen, & Boulton-Lewis, 2011). It is proposed that self-authorship with its emphasis 
on critical reflection may support quality, collaborative pedagogical practice, practitioner 
activism and advocacy, and clearer, better articulated understandings of professional 
identity for child care practitioners. It is also proposed that these practices and 
understandings of professional identity may assist in improving the status and recognition 
of the sector and support workforce retention.  
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This section provides definitions of key concepts that are used throughout the 
thesis. The definition of a child care practitioner, as used in the Australian context, is 
provided. Of particular importance to the directions of the research are the definitions 
adopted for this thesis about personal and professional identity and profession. 
Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC): ECEC is an internationally used 
term adopted by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). 
It describes the inseparable nature of care and education in the provision of programs for 
young children. It encompasses all early education and care service types including: 
centre-based long day care, family day care, occasional care, preschool and outside 
school hours care (Australian Government Productivity Commission, 2012). 
Long day care and education services: These services provide care and education 
programs to children from six weeks to five years of age. They are generally open from 
6.30am to 6pm weekdays with some services licensed to provide extended care in the 
evenings and on weekends. 
Preschool: The term preschool is used in this thesis to describe the program 
attended by children in their year prior to starting school. Within the ECEC sector this 
program is also commonly identified as ‘Prep.’  
Kindergarten: Kindergarten is used in this thesis to describe an educational 
program which exists independently from long day care and education services. 
Kindergarten programs in this context are usually sessional in nature. 
Child care practitioner: This is a term used in this thesis to describe those people 
who work with children in long day child care services. Child care practitioners may be 
qualified through completion of a vocational qualification or, less commonly now, may 
not hold any formal qualification. 
Educational leader: Under the guidelines of the National Quality Framework 
(NQF) reforms, employers in long day ECEC services are required to engage a four year 
university trained early childhood teacher as an educational leader and pedagogical 
mentor. Educational leaders will work in partnership with vocationally-trained 
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practitioners (Department of Education Employment and Workplace Relations 
[DEEWR], 2009). 
Pedagogy: The term pedagogy refers to professional practice and emphasises the 
active role that early childhood educators’ play in achieving educational goals that 
facilitate children’s learning outcomes (Siraj-Blatchford, 2009). 
Sociocultural theory: Sociocultural theories of learning seek to explain the social 
nature of learning and propose that knowledge and learning are considered to be 
contextually situated. A sociocultural perspective on workplace learning underlines the 
importance of the social context of work and influence on individual learning and 
professional identity. This study uses a sociocultural perspective to examine the dynamic 
interplay between the three dimensions of self-authorship theory and the social context of 
professional identity development (Kelly, 2006; Wenger, 1998). 
Personal identity: An individual’s personal identity is a result of negotiation 
between the self and their environment. The individual defines his or her own identity 
according to pre-defined values and ideals defined by social constructs. Personal identity 
is also affected by how one distinguishes one’s own identity from that of others (Dubar as 
translated and cited in Dahan 2007) . 
Professional identity: Sleegers and Kelchtermans (as translated and cited in Van 
den Berg, 2002) conceptualised professional identity for educators as “an interaction 
between the personal experiences of teachers and the social, cultural, and institutional 
environment in which they function on a daily basis”( p159). 
Profession: Characteristics that define a profession have been described as 
including: prolonged training; a specialised body of knowledge and expertise; internal 
control over the quality of the service offered; a commitment to serving a significant 
social value; and a code of ethics that describes the profession's obligations to society 
(Feeney & Freeman, 1999). 
Critical reflection: There is a growing body of evidence that links critical 
reflection to beliefs about knowledge and knowing (Kuhn & Udell, 2001). Personal 
epistemology or practitioners’ beliefs about knowledge and knowing, influence how they 
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are able to reflect and develop their pedagogical beliefs and practices and support strong 
perceptions of professional identity (Brownlee et al., 2011) 
Self-authorship: First proposed by Kegan (1994) and further developed by Baxter 
Magolda (2001), self-authorship refers to the development of capacities to analyse and 
make informed judgements (epistemological dimension) in the light of one’s 
interdependent social relationships (interpersonal dimension), and personal beliefs and 
values (intrapersonal dimension) (Creamer & Laughlin, 2005). 
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Chapter 1 : Introduction to the Research 
1.1 Introduction 
In recent years the issue of quality provision in early childhood education and care 
(ECEC) has become a matter of significant concern and debate in many countries 
(Organisation for Economic and Co-operation Development [OECD], 2001, 2006, 2012). 
The ECEC sector internationally, and in Australia, has drawn attention to the need to 
build a well qualified ECEC workforce which can support young children’s early 
development and learning. In 2012, more than one million children under school age 
attended approved ECEC services in Australia and there were more than 15,000 ECEC 
services registered with government agencies (Department of Education Employment and 
Workplace Relations [DEEWR], 2013b). Strong and converging evidence from various 
international studies has found associations between higher levels of quality ECEC 
programs and better cognitive, social and behavioural outcomes for children at entry to 
school and later in life (McCartney et al., 2010; Vandell, Belsky, Burchinal, Steinberg, & 
Vandergrift, 2010). There is also evidence that directly associates the presence of 
effectively trained, competent and committed professionals working with children in 
child care settings with the quality of ECEC programs and children’s adjustment and 
achievement (Early et al., 2007; Sylva, Melhuish, Sammons, Siraj-Blatchford, & Taggart, 
2004). A professional and competent ECEC workforce is also crucial in helping to 
maintain the confidence of parents who are employed and consequently their economic 
productivity (Council of Australian Governments [COAG], 2009b). 
ECEC is an internationally used term adopted by the OECD and is now the 
preferred terminology used nationally to describe a range of services for young children 
(Early Childhood Australia, 2011). It describes the inseparable nature of care and 
education in the provision of programs for young children and encompasses all early 
education and care service types. These include: centre-based long day care, family day 
care, occasional care, preschool, and outside school hours care (Australian Government 
Productivity Commission, 2012). There has been some debate regarding who and what 
constitutes an early childhood professional within ECEC and the terms used to describe 
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those who are employed in these children’s services (Lyons, 2012; Woodrow, 2007). The 
Australian Senate Committee’s Inquiry into the Provision of Child Care (2009), noted 
that practitioner professional status, or lack of it, is associated, in part, with the terms 
used to define practitioner  roles within the ECEC field. Throughout this thesis, the term, 
practitioner, is used to describe those who work in ECEC services as it encompasses the 
wide range of qualifications held by these workers.  
Despite considerable policy attention and significant advances in the last decade, 
Australia’s ECEC services have a fragmented history (Woodrow, 2008). Services have 
been shaped by the inconsistencies between national, state, and territory governments, 
with all tiers of Australian Governments involved, as well as community organisations 
and the private sector. There are also significant variations between state jurisdictions in 
the regulatory frameworks governing services (OECD, 2006). Inconsistencies in policy 
development, regulation and funding have led to challenges for all Australian states in 
staff recruitment, retention and common standards for staff qualification and training 
(Elliott, 2006b; Sumsion, 2007). There has also been an ongoing divide in services for 
children prior to school as to whether they provide care or education (Elliott, 2006, 
2006b). This historical divide remains embedded in discourses on service provision that 
maintain that child care services are about care only and that such care of children is 
perceived as women’s work, requiring innate caring qualities rather than professional 
knowledge and expertise (Acker, 1995; Ailwood, 2007; Manning-Morton, 2006; 
Sumsion, 2007). Historically, the care and education divide has ensured that the child 
care practitioner is not viewed as engaging in professional work. 
A sense of professionalism and a recognised professional identity for child care 
practitioners has the potential to reduce attrition and staff turnover in services and would 
assist with ongoing staff recruitment and the provision of high quality early care and 
education (Cattley, 2007). To develop a better understanding of how to provide high 
quality care and education services that ensure better cognitive, social and behavioural 
outcomes for young children it is therefore important to investigate practitioners’ 
professional identity. The research presented in this thesis examines the nature of 
professional identity through the theory of self-authorship, as practitioners complete their 
vocational training in children’s services and move into professional practice.  
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Self-authorship theory (Baxter Magolda, 2001) involves understanding emerging 
identity through the three interconnected dimensions of personal epistemology – knowing 
and learning about work in child care; interpersonal – professional engagement through 
practice, and intrapersonal – practitioners’ personal beliefs and values about the self and 
work in child care. 
The research discussed in this thesis investigated changes in child care 
practitioners’ self-authorship during their vocational training and in their transition to 
professional practice, providing new understandings about the professional identity of 
ECEC practitioners. This study makes an important and unique contribution to the field 
by theorising professional identity through the lens of self-authorship and by seeking to 
understand emerging professional identity within the broader sociocultural contexts in 
which child care services are embedded.  
1.2 Re-thinking Professional Identity: The Pedagogical 
Practitioner 
This section provides an introduction to the rationale and significance of the 
research. Historically, the early childhood workforce has been characterised by a struggle 
for professional recognition and status, low pay and a lack of common credentials. A 
sense of professionalism by many of those who work in child care settings has not been 
apparent, except for those who hold formal teaching qualifications (Ortlipp, Arthur, & 
Woodrow, 2011). The term pedagogy, now frequently used as the preferred term for the 
educational responsibilities in early childhood education (ECE) programs, emphasises the 
active role that early childhood educators play in facilitating better learning outcomes for 
children (Siraj-Blatchford, 2009). This pedagogical focus underpins recent Australian 
Government ECEC policy reform (DEEWR, 2009) . 
ECEC policy reforms in Australia have been prompted by the OECD (2001, 2006) 
recommendations. These recommendations highlighted that insufficient public 
investment, policy fragmentation and inadequate training and working conditions for 
staff were significant barriers to nationally consistent provision of high quality care and 
education. Under leadership through COAG, the national and state governments in 
Australia have “re-visioned” ECEC provision, administration and regulation through the 
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implementation of the National Quality Framework (NQF) (COAG, 2007). The NQF 
reforms include a national Early Years Learning Framework (EYLF), which emphasises 
the design and implementation of pedagogical programs to promote quality learning 
outcomes for children from birth to 5 years. The implementation of this framework is 
supported by an Early Years Workforce Strategy, a streamlining of existing qualifications 
and regulation of services, and a reform of the accreditation and quality rating system 
(Australian Government Productivity Commission, 2013). These initiatives are 
fundamental to a shift from the traditional divide between care and education to a more 
integrated view that early childhood services provide both care and education (Drury, 
Miller, & Campbell, 2013).  
The EYLF is an early years curriculum that provides the basis for the design and 
implementation of new pedagogical environments. It emphasises the child care 
practitioner as a critically reflective educator. Critical reflection involves an approach to 
early childhood practice that emphasises the importance of abilities to evaluate one’s 
practice in ways that allow for multiple perspectives and different ways of practice to be 
considered (Moss & Petrie, 2002). The EYLF is underpinned by a set of principles that 
reflect contemporary theories about ECEC practice and research findings concerning the 
relationship between children’s learning and the quality of early childhood pedagogy. It 
places emphasis on the implementation of a curriculum relevant to local communities and 
early childhood settings. It encourages educators to discuss and debate their pedagogical 
theories and to identify the strengths and limitations within their community of practice.  
This participation in a professional community as proposed by Lave and Wenger (1991) 
is identified as a process of participation through which professional identity is created 
and changed. Professional judgment and critical reflection are considered to be central to 
effective early childhood pedagogy (Goodfellow, 2009). This capacity to reflect critically 
as an individual and within a professional community is also the foundation of the 
personal epistemology dimension of self-authorship theory (Creamer & Laughlin, 2005). 
An important tenet of the NQF reforms includes the requirement for employers to 
engage university trained early childhood teachers as educational leaders in ECEC 
services (Standing Council on School Education and Early Childhood, 2012). It is 
anticipated that this will facilitate the creation of higher quality and child-centred 
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pedagogical environments where practitioners with vocational qualifications will work in 
collaboration with more highly qualified pedagogical mentors (Australian Government 
Productivity Commission, 2012; OECD, 2012). These policy reforms are likely to 
generate significant changes and challenges for vocationally-trained practitioners that 
will continue to impact on their perceptions of their role and status within the ECEC 
sector (Australian Government Productivity Commission, 2011, 2012).  
The success of these reforms will also be dependent on the availability of qualified 
teachers to work in the ECEC sector. The lack of professional recognition, financial 
remuneration and unclear perceptions of professional identity that are associated with 
work in child care have made it difficult to attract and retain more highly qualified 
practitioners and teachers to long day care services in Australia. Watson (2006b) noted in 
her review of qualifications within the ECEC sector, that it is common for child care 
students who have completed a two-year Diploma of Children’s Services in a vocational 
education course, to use the qualification as a pathway to university studies for a 
Bachelor of Education so they can obtain more favourable employment opportunities in 
the preschool and school education sectors.  
Graduates from Bachelor of Education courses in universities are also more likely 
to seek employment in schools and preschools in preference to work in long day child 
care settings because of better pay and conditions. Thorpe, Boyd, Ailwood, and Brownlee 
(2011), interviewed 55 pre-service teachers in an Australian Bachelor of Education 
program about their perceptions of working in the child care sector. Thorpe et al. (2011) 
found that these students in their 3
rd
 year of a four year degree, although recognising the 
need for qualified teachers in child care services, reported that the low pay and relatively 
poor working conditions were significant barriers to seeking employment within the child 
care workforce. The low status of the sector and the absence of a like-minded 
professional community were also barriers cited by the research participants. Half of the 
pre-service early childhood teachers in the study indicated that they would not consider 
work in the child care sector. Highly qualified staff are unlikely to seek employment in 
the child care sector because of the low professional standing of work in that that field.  
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A current concern of many in the ECEC sector is about how the recent COAG 
policy reforms will position vocationally-trained practitioners. As noted by the Australian 
Government Productivity Commission (2011), the recruitment and retention of 
practitioners is adversely affected by poor pay and conditions. In reporting on a 
workforce survey, the Productivity Commission (2011) noted that although survey results 
varied, child care staff believed that there was little public recognition for their work and 
that this contributed to poor morale within the workforce. 
1.3 Professional Identity 
A large volume of research literature exists about the nature of professional identity 
in the field of education (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; Beijaard, Meijer, & Verloop, 
2004; Trede, Macklin, & Bridges, 2012). Canrinus, Helms-Lorenz, Beijaard, Buitink, and 
Hofman (2012) in an online survey of 1,214 Danish teachers, proposed that a strong 
professional identity promotes self-efficacy, job satisfaction, motivation, and 
commitment. Studies examining a diverse range of topics in regards to teacher 
professional identity agree on four central assumptions: that professional identity 
involves knowledge construction and meaning making, is formed through relationships, 
is influenced by context, and is unstable and shifting (Rodgers & Scott, 2008). These 
assumptions are directly associated with the three self-authorship dimensions of personal 
epistemology, interpersonal development, and intrapersonal development. It is on this 
basis that self-authorship theory is viewed for this thesis as a valuable lens to 
understanding the professional identity development of child care practitioners. A clear 
sense of professional identity for child care practitioners has the potential to assist in 
ongoing staff recruitment and reduce turnover rates of beginner practitioners.  
Professional identity has been explored in a variety of disciplines (Beijaard et al., 
2004) and the influence of context is a central construct that links much of this recent 
research. Context can be considered as the influences of social, political, cultural and 
economic factors on professional identity (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009). Sociocultural 
theory (Rogoff, 2003) is an important overarching theoretical basis of this study. Derived 
in part from the theoretical concepts of Vygotsky (1978), sociocultural theories of 
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knowing and learning propose that knowledge and learning are contextually situated 
(Lave & Wenger, 1991). 
The use of sociocultural theory in this study is of value in order to account for the 
broader meta-theoretical, political, economic and societal influences that impact on child 
care practitioners professional identity as well as workplace influences on identity 
(Lasky, 2005). A sociocultural perspective on workplace learning emphasises the 
collaborative social nature of work and how individual learning and professional identity 
are influenced by social context (Billett, 2001a; Kelly, 2006; Wenger, 1998). In this 
research, self-authorship theory is used as a framework to analyse dimensions of 
professional identity as: practitioner personal epistemology (critical reflection); 
interpersonal development (collaboration), and intrapersonal development (sense of self) 
(Creamer & Laughlin, 2005). Although there is literature discussing the need for a more 
professional approach to ECEC practice and the importance of developing a professional 
identity for practitioners within ECEC, to date there is no known research that has 
examined professional identity from the theoretical perspective of self-authorship within 
a sociocultural context.  
1.4 Research Questions and Methodological Overview  
The aim of this study is to explore the nature and development of professional 
identity from the perspective of vocationally-trained child care practitioners using self-
authorship theory as a substantive theoretical lens. With its focus on critical reflection, 
self-authorship is an important direction through which to investigate child care 
practitioners’ developing professional identity in the specific social, cultural, political and 
economic contexts in which ECEC services are currently situated. The linkages across 
the three dimensions of self-authorship and their relationship with practitioner 
competencies: personal epistemology (knowing and learning about work in child care); 
interpersonal (professional engagement through practice), and intrapersonal (personal 
beliefs and values about the self and work in child care) will be investigated in order to 
understand how these elements contribute to understanding professional identity 
development. 
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Specific questions that relate to this study include: 
1. In what ways do child care students consider their professional role and identity 
and position themselves as educators of young children within the context of their 
vocational study? 
2. How do child care practitioners understand and negotiate their professional 
identities as they move from being vocational education students to work in child 
care contexts? 
This study draws on existing qualitative interview data that were collected for an 
Australian Research Council (ARC), funded project: Improving outcomes for children in 
long day care: Investigating the relationship between professional training and personal 
epistemology. This research was focused on ECEC practitioners’ personal 
epistemological beliefs about working with young children in child care settings. Existing 
interview data were re-analysed using self-authorship as the theoretical lens to investigate 
how participants’ beliefs about their work with young children could be understood by 
dimensions of self-authorship in relation to their professional identity. New data were 
also gathered in follow-up interviews, at a median interval of 24 months later. 
Practitioner understandings were derived from analysis of these in-depth interviews 
undertaken with each research participant. These new data examined how participants’ 
professional identities had changed as they moved from their vocational training program 
into practice in child care centres or into further study in early childhood education. 
The research uses an interpretivist paradigm that aims to understand the multiple 
social constructions of meaning and knowledge (Mertens, 2010). From this perspective, 
the focus of the research is on investigating child care practitioners’ understandings of 
professional identity through an in depth analysis of the interview. Qualitative methods, 
specifically one-on-one semi-structured interviews were used in this study.  
1.5 Personal Position of the Researcher 
My interest in this topic originated from both my work as an ECEC director over 
the last decade and my more recent work as a research assistant in the project: Improving 
outcomes for children in long day care: Investigating the relationship between 
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professional training and personal epistemology. In this project, I interviewed a number 
of vocational ECEC students who were completing a Diploma of Children’s Services 
which would enable them to be employed as supervisors in long day centres. During 
these interviews it became apparent that many of the students were struggling with the 
perception of themselves as professionals within ECEC.  
During my practice as a director at a community-based, long day child care centre, 
staff retention was always a major factor influencing the provision of quality care for 
children and families. Low wages and a need for self and community awareness of 
professional approaches to education and care were two of the major contributing factors 
that staff and parents identified as affecting long-term retention in child care work. The 
staff had a strong ethic of care and their dedication to the children was never in doubt. In 
fact this is what propelled management to assist staff and families in their understanding 
and recognition of the professional approach that staff had to their work with children. It 
became very obvious that these practitioners struggled to develop an identity as an early 
childhood education professional. Without a stronger sense of a professional identity and 
personal pride in the importance of their work, the retention of staff members would 
continue to be an issue. 
Strategies developed to assist staff in these areas included: staff professional 
development opportunities; encouragement of staff involvement in policy development 
through participation in centre development meetings; staff evaluation and reflections of 
their interactions with children, centre programs, and procedures; collaboration with 
colleagues, parents and the community; active participation in professional discourses; 
and mentorship of new staff and students. Communications with parents regarding 
pedagogy and the aims of the centre were also essential in developing community 
awareness of the professional approach that staff had to their work. These strategies 
proved highly successful with many staff members. 
Staff became more aware of the importance of their contributions within the team 
and how these contributions directly assisted in the provision of quality care for the 
children. Staff members who were most successful in understanding their professional 
self were those who over time had a strong identity with the early childhood profession. 
Introduction to the Research  10 
They developed their knowledge, ideals, and interpersonal skills to assist them in their 
collaboration with colleagues, parents, the community, and specialist agencies. This 
ability to collaborate and critically reflect on their practice gave these staff members a 
great sense of professional accomplishment and opportunities to think creatively. Some 
staff members, however, had little previous experience in critical evaluation of their work 
practices or the interpersonal skills necessary to assist them in working in collaborative 
environments. Other staff required the confidence, and often the theoretical knowledge, 
to actively contribute to professional discussions. 
My personal beliefs, feelings and experience that I have developed over my early 
childhood career, although valuable during this research, warranted careful consideration. 
Throughout the study I was mindful of the impact of potential biases and the effect that 
they may have on the practitioners being studied, the questions asked, and how data was 
collected and interpreted. Reflexivity (Berger, 2013; Horsburgh, 2003) was used as a 
strategy by which I actively acknowledged that my actions and decisions may impact 
upon the outcome of the study. Critical self-reflection and double coding with my 
supervisors were used to monitor such effects and thus enhance the accuracy of the 
research and the credibility of the findings. Reflexivity is discussed in detail in Chapter 4, 
Section 4.7.  
1.6 Overview of the Thesis 
Chapter 2 of this thesis explores past and current directions in Australian and 
international ECEC provisions and the role of the child care practitioner in ECEC 
services. It identifies the sociocultural context and the contextual factors which have 
influenced the professional work and status of those who work in ECEC programs. The 
nature of the professional identity for the child care practitioner through the historical 
development of ECEC services, particularly through various government policy agendas, 
is explored. Recent directions in Australia’s national policy which have seen a greater 
commitment to addressing the educational quality of ECEC programs are discussed in 
terms of their impact on the early childhood workforce and the nature and perceptions of 
their professional work. 
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Chapter 3 provides an overview of current perspectives on the development of 
professional identity. The chapter considers how professional identity can be understood 
through sociocultural theory. This study also extends theorisation about professional 
identity and the theory of self-authorship (Baxter Magolda, 2001; Creamer & Laughlin, 
2005). The thesis of this research is explored, proposing that the development of the 
professional identity of child care practitioners can be understood through self-authorship 
theory. 
In Chapter 4 the research paradigm used in this research is introduced and justified. 
The research context, design and characteristics of the participants are described and the 
nature of the qualitative research using interviews as the means of data collection is 
discussed. An overview of the approach to the analyses is provided and ethical issues 
associated with the project are outlined. 
Chapters 5 and 6 present the results of the study divided into two chapters. Chapter 
5 addresses the first of two research questions that are considered in this research: In 
what ways do child care students consider their professional role and identity and 
position themselves as educators of young children within the context of their vocational 
study? The question is addressed through the identification and presentation of self-
authorship dimensions and patterns of thinking. These patterns of thinking became 
evident in the participants’ Phase 1 interview data, collected while they were on field 
placements during their vocational child care studies.  
Chapter 6 addresses the second of two research questions: How do child care 
practitioners understand and negotiate their professional identities as they move from 
being vocational education students to work in child care contexts? A summary of the 
overall temporal changes from Phase 1 to Phase 2 are discussed and illustrated by figures 
and verbatim quotes sourced from the interview data. Five participant profiles are also 
presented, representing different change profiles in self-authorship data from Phase 1 to 
Phase 2 interviews. These individual stories provide insight into the nature of 
practitioners’ professional identity as they engage with their chosen professional field.  
The final chapter, Chapter 7, gives meaning to the results presented in Chapters 5 
and 6 by interpreting results in light of the literature and the theoretical framework. Key 
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findings from Phase 1 and Phase 2 are reviewed. The significance of the three distinctive 
patterns of professional identity identified and the associated practitioner roles that 
emerged from the data are discussed. The significance of self-authorship theory as a 
model to inform professional practice in ECEC is outlined. The limitations of the study 
and further research opportunities generated from the findings of this thesis are 
highlighted. 
1.7 Conclusions 
The purpose of this research was to investigate the nature of professional identity 
for vocationally-trained early childhood practitioners as they complete their study and 
move into professional practice. The research is framed through the theory of self-
authorship, using these three interconnected dimensions: personal epistemology, 
interpersonal, and intrapersonal, as a lens to understand how early career practitioners 
develop and negotiate their professional identity. 
Recent research emphasises the need for ECEC training and education that 
promotes the competencies of critical reflection and collaboration, providing the 
foundation for the development of independent personal beliefs and values (Brownlee et 
al., 2011) and, as proposed in this thesis, clear and strong perceptions of professional 
identity. With a more clearly articulated and strong, self-authored professional identity, 
vocationally-trained child care practitioners may have the potential to improve their 
status within ECEC and reinforce perceptions of themselves as pedagogical partners in 
the education and care of young children. Self-authorship also has the potential to 
improve retention rates for early career practitioners, assisting with ongoing staff 
recruitment and quality care and education. 
A sociocultural perspective of knowing and learning is used in this study to seek to 
explain the social nature of learning and propose that knowledge and learning are 
contextually situated. This perspective has been employed to examine how the 
professional identity of vocationally-trained practitioners is shaped by the dynamic 
interplay between the three dimensions of self-authorship in the context of vocational 
study and early career professional practice. From my perspective and experience as an 
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early years’ practitioner, this framework that I propose can contribute significantly to this 
field of knowledge about ECEC practice and professional education for child care 
practitioners.  
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Chapter 2 : The Sociocultural Context and the Role of 
the Child Care Practitioner 
2.1 Introduction  
This chapter explores past and current directions in Australian and international 
ECEC provisions and the role of the child care practitioner in ECEC services. It identifies 
contextual factors that have influenced the way in which the professional work of those 
who work in ECEC programs has been viewed. This, in turn, has shaped the nature of the 
professional identity for the child care practitioner through the historical development of 
ECEC services particularly through various government policy agendas. Recent 
directions in Australia’s national policy have seen a greater commitment to addressing 
the educational quality of ECEC programs and these changes continue to impact on the 
early childhood workforce and the nature and perceptions of their professional work. 
Across recent decades, the provision of child care services and other early 
education programs have expanded exponentially, primarily to meet national economic 
agendas that focus on maintaining women with young children in the paid workforce 
(Wooden, 2002). Although the employment agenda remains important in government 
policy for child care, greater attention is now given by government to supporting the 
development of quality programs across the ECEC sector, including child care (Tayler, 
2011). Much of this focus is driven by international economic analyses that show 
investment in young children’s early education makes a significant contribution to 
national economic and social capital over time (COAG, 2009a; OECD, 2006, 2012). This 
has been driven through the cost-benefit analyses of the value of early education to adult 
outcomes by researchers such as Heckman (2002). Furthermore from a social justice 
perspective, there is also a need for more equitable access for families to quality ECEC 
programs (Baxter & Hand, 2013). 
The chapter considers the beginnings and evolution of ECEC services, through the 
development of day nurseries and kindergarten programs in Australia in the late 1890s to 
the broad spectrum of services available currently. It discusses how a maternalistic 
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discourse has continued to impact on a view of child care services as providing only care 
and not early education (Ailwood, 2007). This distinction continues to shape the status 
and identity of the child care practitioner in Australia. Current child care policy and 
research perspectives in both international and Australian contexts seek to minimise care 
and education distinctions in the provision of ECEC services, even while those who 
deliver these services and their different qualifications are workforce issues which 
maintain the divide between care and education. These sociocultural influences shape 
ECEC practitioners’ sense of their work and are important to understanding their 
professional identity. 
2.2 ECEC Services in Australia 
From the early 1900s, a division between care and education in the provisions of 
early education services has been evident in Australia, as well as internationally. The 
development of two distinct movements, the day nursery and kindergarten was indicative 
of this perceived divide. This dichotomy has continued through many of the subsequent 
debates and policy initiatives which have shaped ECEC provision in Australia and 
internationally (Press & Hayes, 2000). Caring attributes have defined the role and 
practices of child care practitioners since its earliest philanthropic beginnings, even 
though this perspective has been increasingly questioned (Manning-Morton, 2006; 
Sumsion, 2007). In the 1970s and 1980s, public policy began to actively address 
provisions for child care in order to maintain women with young children in the 
workforce. While a focus on child care rather than early education was not initially an 
issue, the same cannot be said for the quality of services. Therefore, because of the 
impact of ECEC on children’s learning and development, concerns regarding the quality 
of such provisions arose from the early 1970’s. Since the 1990s, active policy debates 
continue about the quality and funding of ECEC services; as well as about staffing in 
child care programs and the role of child care practitioners, including their status and 
remuneration (Wooden, 2002).  
Child care in day nurseries in Australia dates back to 1885 (Prochner, 2009). Early 
day nurseries across Australia opened from 7am to 6.30pm with a focus on care for 
children from birth to age three. These unregulated programs catered for low income 
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families and the children of the growing number of working class mothers seeking 
employment. They were staffed by women, predominantly nurses and volunteers, with a 
focus on improving the physical health and wellbeing of the children in their care. The 
day nursery worker was a childminder and carer with tasks and duties requiring caring 
qualities and skills rather than formal educational training (Clyde, 2000). Education was 
not a priority for children attending the day nursery (Brennan, 1998). In contrast, the 
position of the teacher in kindergartens, which had also become available as early 
education programs through the 1900s, required a teaching qualification (Brennan, 1998). 
As in the United Kingdom and the United States, Australian kindergartens always had a 
specific educational focus (Rodd, 1996; Wong, 2002).  
2.2.1 The Evolution of Child Care Services in Australia 
The 1972 national Australian election of a Labor government under Prime Minster 
Whitlam resulted in the development of an explicit child care policy. Child care services 
to that point had been regulated under welfare provisions. For the first time, policy and 
funding for child care reflected the need for child care services so that women with young 
children had more choice about maintaining employment while raising a family 
(Wooden, 2002). Momentum built by the Women’s Electoral Lobby (WEL) resulted in 
the introduction of the Child Care Act by the Australian Government in 1972. Funds in 
the form of grants were provided exclusively to non-profit community-based preschools 
and child care services. In addition to these grants, the government also allocated part-
subsidies to assist in the employment of trained teachers to provide education programs 
within child care services for older children (Brennan, 1998).  
This seminal government initiative did not prove to be entirely effective because 
the subsidy provided to child care services for early childhood teachers did not cover the 
full wages for a teacher. Many child care services were unable to match the wages paid to 
teachers who worked in fully-subsidised sessional preschools and kindergartens. Lower 
wages, longer hours of operation, less desirable conditions and the non-professional 
status of teachers in child care services were strong deterrents that discouraged qualified 
teachers to accept child care teaching positions (Brennan, 1998).  
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At the same time as child care services were funded in the early 1970s, the 
Australian Government also provided educational funding to states to provide early 
education programs in public schools for children prior to their entry to Year 1. In 
Queensland, this resulted in sessional preschool programs, while in many other states, a 
full-time Kindergarten year was funded in public schools. These preschool and 
kindergarten programs were taught by qualified teachers while the mainstream child care 
sector remained a separate entity, managed within the government departments 
implementing family and social policies and without adequate funding for an ‘early 
education’ program (Brennan, 1998). Since the 1970’s therefore, child care and early 
childhood education have been viewed increasingly as separate entities subject to 
different jurisdictional oversight, policy and funding (Cass, 2007). This has maintained a 
public perception, to the present day, that long day child care does not have an 
educational focus (Elliott, 2006).  
The early 1980s saw an Australian Government push, under a Liberal-National 
party regime, to encourage the family rather than the government to take responsibility 
for child care (Brennan, 2007a). Child care services maintained a primarily community 
base until the 1990s when the government made the decision to extend public subsidies to 
users of private, for-profit services. Increased demand for child care and the 
implementation of the Australian Government’s competition policy to promote 
competitive markets in all sectors of the economy resulted in a substantial investment by 
the private sector in child care services (Brennan, 2007c). This has been a significant 
influence in ongoing debates about child care through the divide that arose between for-
profit and not-for-profit services. As for public education, the private and public sectors 
have different goals and agendas. It is viewed by many who critique public policy with 
respect to child care that for-profit services and their pressures for profitability help to 
maintain the low status and pay in child care services (Brennan, 2007b; Press & 
Woodrow, 2005; Sumsion, 2006). Through the industrial awards that set pay rates and 
conditions for child care practitioners, their work, as argued by private sector employers, 
is not equivalent to the work of university qualified teachers in other services in the 
ECEC sector, such as kindergartens (Early Childhood Australia, 2004). The government 
has argued that the work undertaken by child care practitioners should be valued by the 
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community and appropriately remunerated but it is not for governments to determine 
what the remuneration should be (Sumsion, 2007).  
The struggle for professional recognition of the work of child care practitioners is 
ongoing. Understanding of this work is embedded in discourses about the caring role of 
those who work in child care services. This work is characterised by low pay and status 
(Brennan, 1998, 2007a; Elliott, 2007; Pocock & Hill, 2007). Ongoing pay inequities, 
relatively poor working conditions, weak professional advocacy, limited access to 
effective training, and lack of ongoing professional development opportunities are all 
outcomes of the care and education divide that distinguishes how work in child care is 
regarded compared to the work of university qualified teachers in preschool and 
kindergarten programs (Sumsion, 2005).  
A care and education divide developed between child care services and other ECEC 
services was an outcome of policy decisions in the 1970s. Funding policies for child care 
had unintended consequences of building distinctions about practitioner roles in ECEC 
services. Although the collective term of ECEC is increasingly promoted to reflect that 
services provide care and education to children before school, the term masks the 
divisions that maintain differences between services and what they provide. These 
divisions are publicly understood but are also held within the ECEC workforce. 
2.3 The ECEC Workforce: Status and Qualifications 
Debate over the last three decades has contrasted ECEC programs provided by 
university qualified early childhood teachers with those programs provided by 
vocationally-trained practitioners. MacFarlane and Lewis (2004) proposed that the 
qualification differences have situated child care practitioners as having distinctly 
separate and lesser roles within the ECEC sector. While ECEC terminology has evolved 
to some extent since the late 1990s to emphasise the provision of early education as well 
as care in all services for young children, public perceptions of child care services as 
providing care and not education remain (Haddad, 2002). While some child care 
practitioners continue to perceive their role and identity of carer/mother as acceptable, 
others now reject this care and maternalistic discourse because it is seen to undermine the 
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need for greater professional recognition of those who work in child care services, as an 
early childhood educator (Ailwood, 2007).  
Conversely, a study by Mevawalla (2011) found that long day child care 
practitioners’ perception of themselves as professionals was divergent and intertwined 
with their roles, positions and contextual experiences. Participants emphasised the 
importance of intrinsically raising their professional status through pride in the self as a 
professional. The study focused on the viewpoints of 12 practitioners employed in varying 
roles with a range of qualifications: four diploma-trained, four degree-trained, and four 
directors. Participants’ viewpoints, attained via interview data also suggested their belief 
that due to a lack of general knowledge about the importance, role and function of early 
childhood education, the wider community associated long day care settings with 
“childminding” services.  
Despite the intrinsic attractions of work with young children in the child care sector 
and the high levels of workforce commitment evident by child care practitioners, their 
professional recognition is only commensurate with working conditions, wages and 
opportunities for professional development (Cameron, Owen, & Moss, 2001; Carroll, 
Smith, Oliver, & Sung, 2009; Rolfe, 2005; Sumsion, 2005). The Independent Education 
Union of Australia (2011) in their submission to the Productivity Commission study on 
early childhood workforce development, emphasised that low wages were a factor 
contributing to the low status of the sector and high staff turnover. Lack of access to paid 
maternity leave, program preparation time, and opportunities for professional 
development, along with high rates of casual employment, and limited opportunities for 
career advancement were all also factors cited by the union that led to high staff turnover. 
Continuity of care is a key predictor of high quality care and education for young 
children. Studies consistently illustrate that the formation of close, secure attachments 
and responsive and stimulating interactions between children and staff are the most 
important predictors of variation in child development outcomes associated with child 
care programs (Goodfellow, 2008; Rush, 2006).  
Rush (2006) in her discussion paper assessing child care quality in Australia, 
proposed that growing unfavourable perceptions of the field were significantly 
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contributing to the low status of the workforce and practitioners attrition within the 
sector. In a survey of child care practitioners working in long day centres, Rush found 
that many staff voiced concerns regarding the effects of corporatisation on quality child 
care provisions which was again a concern for quality of care. The for profit sector 
generally have a higher proportion of casualisation of staff, part-time irregular hours, and 
lower staff-to- child ratios (Independent Education Union of Australia, 2011). The 
chronic undersupply of qualified and experienced staff in services was central to many of 
the issues in the sector, specifically the capacity of services to maintain appropriate staff-
to-child ratios (Rush, 2006).  
2.3.1 Vocational Training and Child Care Practitioners 
To assist in the promotion of higher workforce status and subsequent retention of 
more highly qualified staff within the child care sector, and to implement the EYLF, 
practitioners of all qualification levels will need to be able to work in partnership, co-
operatively providing high quality pedagogical programs for young children (Sumsion et 
al., 2009). Presently there are two forms of professional training for individuals wishing 
to become ECEC practitioners in Australia. The first avenue of training is through 
universities and the completion of a four year bachelor degree in early childhood teacher 
education. The second avenue is through a vocational education and training (VET) 
course provided through government-funded institutes and private training providers. A 
breakdown of the qualification requirements is included in Appendix 3. VET incorporates 
a nationally defined certificate or diploma course under the Australian Qualifications 
Framework for students to obtain a Certificate III in Children’s Services, allowing 
graduates to work in ECEC centres or kindergartens as assistants, while the Diploma of 
Children’s Services allows employment as an assistant or supervisor/group leader. An 
Advanced Diploma of Children’s Services in VET qualifies graduates to be employed as 
a director in a child care centre (Elliott, 2007).  
There is currently some apprehension in the ECEC sector regarding variability in 
the quality of practitioners graduating from the vocational training sector (Australian 
Government Productivity Commission, 2012, 2013). The ability of VET courses to 
reflect and fulfil the more pedagogical higher-order characteristics of early childhood 
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work has been questioned (Cahir, 2008). Current training in the VET system specifies 
practical experience through Competency-Based Training (CBT) (Bretherton, 2011). A 
major difference in the delivery of courses between VET and universities in Australia is 
the use of CBT. In CBT, “competency” can take various meanings that include specific 
capabilities to apply particular knowledge and skills to agreed standards over a range of 
contexts and conditions. However, the focus on discrete skills to be applied in a 
workplace does not take account of the learning processes that build abilities to apply 
skills and knowledge to new situations and contexts, or respond to ill-defined problems 
encountered in this workplace (Billett, 2001b). 
Under the CBT system, students are assessed on their performance in task-
orientated competencies via the National Training Packages. It is a method of training 
that places emphasis on what a person can do (practical knowledge) as a result of training 
that is focused on skill outcomes rather than on problem-solving approaches to 
knowledge through critical reflection. For the qualifications in children’s services, focus 
is placed on units of competencies such as child development, health and safety and 
behaviour management (Watson, 2006a).  
The Australian National Training System is presently undergoing extensive reforms 
addressing the concerns about the current VET system. Buchanan, Yu, Wheelahan, 
Keating, and Marginson (2010) in their impact analysis of proposed reforms, advocated 
for a continuum of skill across fields of practice with more emphasis on underpinning 
knowledge. They argued for more definite competency linkages between VET and higher 
education. The Australian Government Productivity Commission (2012) also proposed 
that current VET reform should emphasise higher standards of knowledge, skills and 
their application that will facilitate engagement in further learning and critical reflection. 
Higher standards of training will assist students in contributing autonomously and 
collaboratively to professional discourse and prepare them if necessary for further higher 
learning, such as a university education. This would provide opportunities for career 
pathways for vocationally-trained practitioners wishing to become qualified teachers.  
The OECD report Starting Strong III (2012) proposed that practitioners with lower 
levels of education in ECEC services should work alongside more highly qualified staff 
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members to create high quality child-centred pedagogical environments. Others in the 
sector have argued that to support the implementation of the guidelines in the EYLF the 
professional workforce with its diverse educational backgrounds and qualifications will 
be required to engage in collaborative and co-operative, critically reflective practice with 
an emphasis on intentional teaching (Sumsion et al., 2009). The next section will examine 
current international perspectives on the professional practice of ECEC practitioners, 
highlighting the broader social, cultural, political and economic contexts that influence 
their perceptions of professional identity. 
2.3.2 International Perspectives on Professional Practice 
International research indicates that, like Australia, the social, political and 
economic contexts significantly influence the ECEC workforce and the way in which 
practitioners perceive themselves as professionals (Dalli, 2008, 2010; Moloney, 2010; 
Moloney & Pope, 2013; Nutbrown, 2012; Osgood, 2010, 2012; Tickell, 2012). In light of 
this evidence several countries have developed and implemented innovative policy and 
workforce initiatives that reflect current research. This research highlights the need for 
higher levels of education and training that promote critically reflective teachers with 
theoretical and pedagogical knowledge (Dalli, 2008; Mahon, 2002; Mitchell, 2012). 
There are also research findings that promote the need for remuneration that is 
commensurate to these higher qualifications and competencies (Mahon, 2002; Moloney 
& Pope, 2013). Such remuneration supports the recruitment and retention of well-trained 
teachers and is directly related to quality care and education (Ackerman, 2006; 
Whitebook & Sakai, 2004). Sheridan, Giota, Han, and Kwon (2009) also call for policies 
and training initiatives that promote professional advocacy and discourse. Central to these 
international research findings is a focus on more integrated notions of care and 
education (Hwang, 2006; Mahon, 2002). 
The Swedish ECEC workforce is unique in that it has moved beyond the historical 
education and child care dichotomy locating responsibility for both services under the 
education department (Moss, 2006). Sheridan, et al. (2009) in their study of preschool 
quality in both Sweden and South Korea highlighted the benefits of the Swedish system 
wherein preschool programs with pedagogical aims start from age one. All ECEC 
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teachers are qualified with half of them having a university degree. The more highly 
qualified practitioners act as pedagogues to their lesser qualified colleagues, mentoring 
both professional development and awareness (Moss, 2006). Ongoing professional 
development is mandatory as is allocated program planning time for teachers (Sheridan et 
al., 2009). Through valuing their workforce as professional carers and educators, and 
providing wages and conditions that reflect this value, the Swedish ECEC sector is able 
to meet the needs of working families providing quality care and education to children 
from a very young age.  
New Zealand is recognised as a world leader in its policies and funding schemes to 
support the integration of care and education through workforce initiatives including 
higher qualifications and pay equity (Dalli, 2008; Mitchell, 2012). Their ten year strategy 
announced in 2002, aimed to create a 100% teacher-led early childhood profession by 
2012. This initiative has since been reduced to 80% for practitioners working with 
children over 2 years of age and 50% for the under two age group. Implementation of the 
strategic plan was hampered by economic constraints, and teacher availability (Dalli, 
2010). The phasing-in of initiatives for teacher-led services to employ qualified and 
registered teachers was supported by considerable additional funding. This funding 
roughly linked pay rates for university qualified practitioners in ECEC services to that of 
teachers with rates increasing almost fourfold (Mitchell, 2012). There is current concern 
in New Zealand that the reduction of qualified carers in the under 2 years age group to 
50% will impact on both pedagogical environments and perceptions of professionalism 
for practitioners working with this age group (Dalli, 2010).  
A longitudinal evaluation of the New Zealand government strategic plan (Mitchell, 
Meagher, Mara, Cubey, & Whitford, 2011) emphasised that workforce initiatives and 
funding contributed to raising practitioner qualification levels and increased teacher 
registration. Although these government initiatives met aims to increase the status and 
identity of the workforce, the increase in government funding also saw a rise in private 
for-profit centres with an increase from 41% in 1992 to 64% in 2010. Evaluation of the 
strategies highlighted that the for-profit sector did not meet the same quality standards as 
the not-for-profit centres as they were less inclined to fund ongoing staff professional 
growth. Ongoing professional development was cited in the study as a crucial factor in 
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maintaining quality standards and workforce professionalism. The introduction of the 
national Te Whariki curricula (1998), integrated workforce initiatives and funding 
established a unified language that helped to make the pedagogical work of early 
childhood practitioners in services more visible to others, contributing to the formation of 
stronger perceptions of practitioner professional identity (Alvestad, Duncan, & Berge, 
2009).  
Dalli (2008) drew on a national survey of New Zealand ECEC teachers to develop 
in-depth understandings of how these practitioners viewed ethics and professionalism in a 
sector currently engaged in professionalisation. Findings suggested that practitioners’ 
perceptions of professionalism were defined in terms of obtaining a distinct pedagogical 
style and ethical values; specialist knowledge, qualifications, professional development 
and reflective practice; and collaborative relationships with colleagues, parents and the 
community. Dalli proposed that a reconceptualised definition of professionalism based on 
these elements may contribute to practitioners’ better understandings of themselves as 
professionals. She advocated for notions of professional identity that embraced maternal 
discourses transforming them into “pedagogical and political tools” that reflect the 
unique characteristics and evolving nature of early childhood practice (p. 174). 
In contrast to Sweden’s and New Zealand’s more unified care and education 
systems of child care, the United States and Canada are described as maintaining highly 
separatist structures (OECD, 2006; UNICEF, 2008) . Phillips and Lowenstein (2011) in 
their recent review of ECEC in the United states described a “mixed delivery system” 
that lacks coherency (p.484), and is comprised of an unsystematic arrangement of formal 
and informal services and funding schemes. Programs are divided by those identified as 
providing early education programs, generally for four year olds and in some cases three 
year olds, and the care arrangements for children under three. This division in care and 
education is also reflected in the pay rates for practitioners. There is a general belief that 
activities related to the caring of young children are different from “real teaching,” with 
significant skills or educational background reflecting the mixed delivery system of 
educational requirements for teachers and their associated pay rates (Ackerman, 2006, p. 
97).  
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In a four year longitudinal study of 290 staff in 92 long day ECEC centres in the 
United States, the occupational instability of child care practitioners and its impact on 
quality provision was investigated. It was noted that three-quarters of practitioners had 
left their jobs after four years of practice (Whitebook & Sakai, 2003). Findings indicated 
that centres offering higher wages were able to attract more highly qualified practitioners 
and promote stability among other lesser qualified staff. Low wages, it was suggested, led 
to both job and occupational turnover. Participants cited that to reduce staff turnover, 
better pay supported by government funds coupled with greater respect and status and 
professional standards was necessary (Whitebook & Sakai, 2004). In a more recent but 
smaller study in North Carolina by Cassidy, Lower, Kintner-Duffy, Hegde, and Shim 
(2011) practitioners’ and parents’ perceptions of staff turnover issues were investigated. 
From interviews with directors, teachers, and parents, it was determined, that among 
other factors, a supportive and positive organisational climate and increased numbers of 
committed teachers with higher qualifications in early childhood was necessary to retain 
staff long-term. Consistent with the findings of Whitebook and Sakai (2003) salary was 
the most common strategy mentioned by all participants to decrease the rate of turnover. 
The professionalisation of the sector so that teaching in child care is understood as a 
long-term career rather than as a temporary job was also emphasised (Cassidy et al., 
2011). 
In the United Kingdom, as in the United States, practitioners working with young 
children are viewed as caregivers rather than educators with little need for ongoing 
professional development. This perception and deficiency in professional development 
has downplayed both the professionalism of care (Taggart, 2011) and the status of the 
sector (Manning-Morton, 2006). The Effective Pre-School and Primary Education 
(EPPE) project, a large European study outlining the impact of early education on 
children’s learning and developmental outcomes, has informed a raft of policy initiatives 
and workforce strategies in the United Kingdom from 1997 until the present (Sylva, 
Melhuish, Sammons, Siraj-Blatchford, & Taggart, 2010). Likewise the Tickell Report 
(2012), an independent report reviewing the implementation of the Early Years 
Foundation Stage in the UK, and the Nutbrown Report (2012), an independent review of 
Early Education and Childcare qualifications, both emphasised the importance of a 
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strong, well-qualified early years workforce with clear roles linked to qualifications, and 
a more defined route of career progression for people working in the early years. Central 
to the UK policy review and reform was the professionalisation of the workforce through 
a qualification and career restructure, aiming to establish working with children as an 
attractive higher status career.  
Implemented in 2007, these government strategies envisioned a graduate led 
profession in the United Kingdom, whereby, by 2010 every child care service would have 
an early years university qualified practitioner leading high quality pedagogical programs 
for three to four–year–old children (Osgood, 2012). Osgood argued that to support 
nursery workers in developing a greater sense of professionalism through pedagogical 
engagement they need to construct professionalism from within. Training providers and 
universities she suggested, need to go beyond instruction that promotes competent 
technicians to more critical, emotional reflection of subjective experiences, thus 
enhancing the authenticity of their professional work. Osgood (2006c), like Watson 
(2006b), emphasised the importance of agency and critical engagement in negotiating and 
advocating for alternative and varied constructions of professionalism and professional 
identity. Osgood (2006a) argued that practitioners are not passively shaped by social and 
political structures and that with critical engagement, possibilities to resist these 
structures exist. When considering the relationship between policy dissonance, identity 
construction and competing definitions of professionalism Osgood (2006b) emphasised 
the importance of practitioner agency as an ability to proactively make decisions and 
resist oppression. 
Findings from a study exploring the perceptions of professional identity in the 
ECEC sector in the Republic of Ireland highlighted that, like Australia, practitioner 
perceptions are significantly influenced by a lack of recognition for the education 
component of practice (Moloney, 2010; Moloney & Pope, 2013). Using a qualitative 
methodology, Moloney (2010) examined the personal perspectives of 56 participants 
including 10 child care service managers; 16 child care practitioners; 10 primary school 
teachers; 10 Bachelor of Arts ECEC students and 10 Bachelor of Education students. 
Data were generated through individual interviews with findings indicating that lesser 
trained child care practitioners had a discernible absence of professional identity. These 
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practitioners indicated that their lack of professional identity was due in part to the 
societal and government perception of child care as a childminding service with a 
pervading sense that the work undertaken by lesser qualified practitioners was 
misunderstood. This lack of recognition, as also evidenced in Australia by Sumsion 
(2007), was manifested in pay inequities and poor working conditions. Findings 
established a clear link between practitioner qualifications and professional identity, with 
university qualified early childhood teachers believing that they were overqualified for 
positions in child care services. The nature of university qualified primary teachers’ 
perceptions of professional identity was such, that they viewed early childhood teachers 
as babysitters. This hierarchy of qualifications ranging from a lack of a training 
requirement to a Bachelor of Education was a significant factor which undermined the 
status of ECEC and the development of child care practitioner professional identity.  
International research reviewed in this section suggests that practitioners’ 
perceptions of professionalism are underpinned by clear and consistent policies, 
initiatives and funding (Mitchell et al., 2011) and curricula guidelines (Samuelsson, 
Sheridan, & Williams, 2006). Initiatives such as higher qualifications (Moloney, 2010), 
professional development and advocacy (Mahon, 2002; Sheridan et al., 2009), reflective 
practice, and collaborative relationships with colleagues, parents and the community 
promote professional status and practitioner professional identity (Dalli, 2008; Osgood, 
2012). New Zealand’s policies and funding initiatives provide an innovative example of a 
model which supports the integration of care and education. Government workforce 
initiatives, including higher qualifications and pay equity have provided practitioners 
with professional recognition through which stronger perceptions of themselves as 
professional practitioners may possibly be formed (Dalli, 2008). The next section will 
explore how critical reflection of practice has a significant bearing on the quality of care 
and education and how it may support practitioners in their strong perception of 
themselves as valued members of the ECEC community.  
2.3.3 Qualities for the Child Care Practitioner  
The new mandatory qualification requirements and emphasis on quality 
improvement under the NQF have increased, and will continue to increase, the need for 
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professional practice which involves critical reflection and collaboration. Engagement in 
critical reflection may assist in the development of more defined understandings of 
professional practice and a stronger professional identity (Brownlee et al., 2011). Moss 
(2000) argued that competency-based training is incompatible with the concept of an 
early childhood practitioner who is reflective and critical. He examined the training of 
early childhood practitioners across six countries (Denmark, France, New Zealand, Spain, 
Sweden and the United States) and concluded that the concept of competency focuses on 
“action or outcome rather than on the learner or teaching process” (p. 7). Noble, 
Macfarlane and Carmel (2005) argued that child care students must be taught to draw 
links between theory, research, and practice. They promoted the value of collaborative 
practices to give students the opportunity to think and talk about their practice enabling 
them to make connections between the personal and professional. 
Samuelsson, Sheridan and Williams (2006) analysed five preschool curricula across 
international contexts: Reggio Emilia (Italy), Te Whariki (New Zealand), Experimental 
Education (Belgium), High/Scope (USA), and the National Curriculum for Preschool 
(Sweden). They identified the value and influence of more highly educated and critically 
reflective teachers with theoretical and pedagogical knowledge. Their research suggests 
that competence, reflection and knowledge assists in the facilitation of more frequent and 
responsive and sophisticated interactions between practitioners and children where the 
child is seen as competent, active and critical with individual rights. These attributes also 
support interactions with parents that go beyond fostering and informing to embrace 
collaboration at a deeper cohesive level. The Reggio Emilia, Te Whariki and Swedish 
programs in particular, valued early childhood care and education as a profession led by 
highly trained and skilled, competent practitioners with attributes that are distinctive to 
the field.  
In a comparison of seven international studies of preschool and child care programs 
that examined teachers’ education and training, classroom quality, and children’s 
academic skills, Early et al. (2007) found that the coursework, methods and pedagogy in 
practitioner preparation programs needed to be of a high standard with specific emphasis 
on early childhood perspectives and critical reflection. The conclusions drawn were that 
through critical reflection of practical experience and theory, students can be encouraged 
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to develop personal pedagogical insights which can inform their practice. These studies 
also indicated the importance of ongoing support for entry-level practitioners in 
implementing what they have learnt. Findings also indicated that ongoing professional 
development was essential in augmenting formal qualifications and imparting specialised 
skills and knowledge.  
Osgood (2012), using life-history interviews, semi-structured interviews, 
observation, and focus group discussions, examined how practitioners in the United 
Kingdom negotiated their pedagogical beliefs and perceptions of professional identity 
during their training. Osgood highlighted that narrowly prescriptive vocational training 
does not provide practitioners with the opportunity to engage with developmental 
theories. This, she concluded, limited depth of knowledge, critical reflection and 
opportunities for professional discourse. Osgood maintains that limitations such as these 
can result in poor perceptions of self, status and professional identity. She argued the 
importance of appropriate training and continued professional development that 
encourage both practical application of knowledge and higher order thinking. 
The next section will look in detail at new policy reforms and initiatives developed 
over the last five years to assist the provision of quality care and improve the status of 
ECEC within Australia. Highlighted in this section are the issues and discourses currently 
being considered within the sector in light of these new early childhood education 
reforms and the resultant influences on the perceptions of ECEC practitioner professional 
identity.  
2.4 Revisioning the Work and Identity of Child Care 
Practitioners 
This section provides a critical overview of the new government vision to provide 
Australian families with more integrated education and care services. Current 
government policies and research are considered that address workforce initiatives aimed 
at improving the recognition, status and professional identity of ECEC practitioners. In 
light of these reforms and initiatives, which aim to situate vocationally-trained 
practitioners as educators and collaborators, new possibilities for practitioner professional 
identity will be explored. 
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Recent Australian national reforms and initiatives in ECEC are expected to play an 
important role in determining how the wider community regards practitioners working 
with young children and, additionally, how these practitioners view themselves as 
professionals (Woodrow, 2008). Early childhood services in Australia have not, until 
recently, benefited from a national cohesive focus. As Elliott (2006) argued, the way 
forward for ECEC lies in moving beyond the care and education divide and placing 
learning and development at the centre of our policies and practices in early childhood. 
The current directions in national policy have brought increased attention to the provision 
of high quality education and care for young children and the important role ECEC 
practitioners have in facilitating this (Ortlipp et al., 2011).  
In December 2009, COAG, in response to strong and converging evidence that 
demonstrated a causal relationship between the quality of ECEC experiences and positive 
long term outcomes for children (Ball, 1994; Dahlberg & Moss, 2008; Dahlberg, Moss & 
Pence, 2008; OECD, 2001, 2006), agreed to a National Partnership between the 
Commonwealth and State and Territory Governments to establish a National Quality 
Agenda for Early Childhood Education and Care (COAG, 2009a). Initiatives of this 
partnership may significantly alter the position and status of child care practitioners 
within ECEC and have a subsequent influence on the development of practitioner 
perceptions of themselves as professionals (Standing Council on School Education and 
Early Childhood, 2012). These initiatives involve a unified National Quality Framework 
(NQF) for ECEC and Outside School Hours Care (OSHC) services to replace the existing 
separate licensing and quality assurance processes (The Australian Children's Education 
and Care Authority, 2013). An Early Years Learning Framework (EYLF) was also 
introduced with a strong emphasis on the design and implementation of pedagogical 
learning environments in ECEC services. In recognition of the vital role of the ECEC 
workforce in determining quality service provision COAG also initiated new national 
workforce initiatives. The Early Years Workforce Strategy was introduced with the aim 
of improving the quality, recognition, status and sustainability of the ECEC workforce 
(Australian Government, 2013).  
The overarching aim of the National Quality Agenda was to ensure that by 2013 all 
children will have universal access to a quality early childhood education program in the 
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year before they go to school. To ensure universal access, programs will be available in 
long day child care services, catering for working families. These changes reflect a more 
integrated care and education approach. The program is to be delivered by a qualified 
early childhood teacher (The Australian Children's Education and Care Authority, 2013). 
As past endeavours have demonstrated, attempts to attract and retain qualified teachers to 
lower paid and undervalued positions in ECEC services have been met with considerable 
challenge (Watson, 2006b). In addition to this requirement, practitioners in a service must 
by January 2014 have (or be actively working towards) at least an approved Diploma 
level education and care qualification. All other educators must have (or be working 
towards) a Certificate III Education and Care qualification (The Australian Children's 
Education and Care Authority, 2013). These initiatives will have far reaching 
implications for the ECEC workforce and education and training institutions. In a sector 
that is already facing chronic staff shortages, there is now further pressure to educate, 
source and attract qualified, highly skilled and experienced teachers and vocationally-
trained practitioners to accommodate these aims (Standing Council on School Education 
and Early Childhood, 2012).  
2.4.1 Attracting and Retaining Child Care Practitioners in the Workforce 
The success of the Australian Governments’ vision to provide Australian families 
with high quality integrated education and care services will necessitate the 
implementation of consistent national workforce initiatives supported by ongoing funding 
and administration. To attract more highly qualified teachers to the sector and encourage 
vocationally-trained practitioners to increase their qualifications, professional level 
salaries would need to replace current minimum wage. At the same time, for-profit early 
learning centres will need to remain economically viable. As previously acknowledged, 
these wage issues have been an ongoing concern for the status and viability of the sector, 
which may impede optimal outcomes for the professional identity of child care 
practitioners (Watson, 2006b).  
In March 2013, the Australian Government, in an effort to improve wage issues and 
attract and retain a more highly qualified ECEC workforce announced the development 
of an Early Years Quality Fund (EYQF). This $3,000,000 fund was to be provided to 
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eligible long day care services, dependent on the size and number of qualified 
practitioners the service employed. The funds were to be distributed through the 
supplementation of wage increases via service initiated enterprise bargaining agreements. 
The wages of certificate III qualified practitioners were to increase by $3 per hour with 
proportionately higher wage increases for diploma and degree qualified practitioners. 
Funding was to be approved through an application and assessment process with 
specified eligibility criteria directly linked to the provision of quality care and transparent 
administration (DEEWR, 2013c). The 2013 School Education Minister, Peter Garrett 
asserted that ECEC is dependent on the attraction and retention of a qualified and 
professional workforce and that the fund was an investment in children and in the long-
term development of good early childhood educators (Kenny, 2013).  
The EYQF received a mixed reception in the industry. Although the incentive was 
applauded, there were concerns that only a proportion of the ECEC workforce would 
benefit. There was also some uncertainty about what would happen to the EYQF and the 
wage increases it was to fund, beyond the two years for which it is funded (McCarthy, 
2013). With the change of government in February 2013, the newly elected Liberal-
National coalition, led by Tony Abbott, made the decision to redirect this $3,000,000 
fund to professional training and development. The Abbott government requested that the 
62.5 million dollars already distributed to centres be returned (Swann & Hall, 2013). 
As part of the Early Years Workforce Strategy, Federal, State and Territory 
governments, unions and training providers in their effort to attract and retain suitably 
qualified educators are working to improve the professional status of ECEC roles 
(Standing Council on School Education and Early Childhood, 2012). Several other 
government initiatives have been introduced to aid this workforce development, 
increasing professional staffing, the subsequent status of the sector and the professional 
identity of the workforce. In 2010, under a joint Commonwealth and States and 
Territories Governments initiative, fees for students enrolling in the VET Diploma of 
Children’s services or the advanced Diploma of Children’s services were waived. The 
Queensland Government also offered scholarships to assist three-year university trained 
early childhood teachers to upgrade their qualifications to four years and gain teacher 
registration (Queensland Government Department of Education and Training, 2011).  
The Sociocultural Context and the Role of the Child Care Practitioner 33 
In the 2011-2012 budget, the Australian Government proposed the development of 
a national Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) assessment tool aiming to promote a 
more nationally consistent pathway to higher qualifications for the workforce. RPL has 
become an important element of VET. It involves using students’ existing skills and 
knowledge as credit towards a VET qualification to encourage more efficient and faster 
access to higher qualifications, thus aiding the implementation of government workforce 
reform (DEEWR, 2011). The Australian Government is also funding 1500 additional 
university places for early childhood students (Australian Government Productivity 
Commission, 2011). 
The Commonwealth Government anticipates that their objective to enhance the 
public image of the sector will be promoted in part through the establishment of the new 
education and care quality regulator, the Australian Children’s Education and Care 
Quality Authority (ACECQA). This regulator, replacing the Accreditation council, aims 
to bring a national approach to the development of professional standards for the ECEC 
sector. As recommended by the Australian Government Productivity Commission (2011), 
ACECQA maintains and publishes national registers of approved providers and services, 
including the certified supervisors within these centres. To assist parents’ decision 
making with respect to their choice of early childhood education and care they publish, 
monitor and review ratings of approved services and provide guidelines and resources to 
support services, parents and the community in understanding quality provision. They 
also decide on the qualifications required to be held by practitioners, including the 
assessment of equivalent qualifications (The Australian Children's Education and Care 
Authority, 2013).  
These policy reforms, initiatives and funding reflect current research highlighting 
the need for a more integrated education and care system designed and implemented by 
more highly qualified and committed early childhood professionals who are valued and 
recognised through remuneration commensurate to their qualifications and 
responsibilities (Bretherton, 2010; Watson, 2006b). The new mandatory qualification 
requirements and emphasis on quality improvement under the NQF have increased, and 
will continue to increase the need for professional practice which involves critical 
reflection and collaboration. The next section examines current research and literature 
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that illustrates the significant influence these new pedagogical perspectives for practice 
will have on the professional identity of vocationally-trained practitioners. 
2.4.2 New Directions for the Pedagogical Work of Child Care Practitioners 
The introduction of the NQF and its supporting EYLF will require the 
establishment of a more highly skilled, knowledgeable and professional workforce able to 
work in collaborative, critically reflective and cohesive environments that support 
mentorship and ongoing professional development (COAG, 2007, 2009b) . This section 
examines the influence these new competencies will have on the professional practice 
and identity of vocationally-trained child care practitioners. 
The EYLF reflects current research emphasising that the quality of practitioners 
involved in early years service provision is considered essential in terms of enhancing a 
child’s social, emotional and cognitive development. This now places greater emphasis 
on the importance of high quality integrated education and care based on critically 
reflective collaborative environments (DEEWR, 2012a; OECD, 2006, 2012; Rush, 2006). 
Sumsion and Wong (2011) highlighted the importance of practitioner implementation of 
the EYLF in a professional and critically reflective manner moving beyond an emphasis 
on practical and routine ways of knowing and practice. This new framework aims to 
reposition the child care practitioner as a collaborative educational partner with university 
qualified early childhood teachers moving away from perceptions of vocationally-trained 
practitioners’ as child care workers.  
Qualified teachers employed in ECEC services will now be referred to as the 
educational leader and will be employed to lead the development and implementation of 
a pedagogical learning program providing clear goals and curriculum direction (DEEWR, 
2009) . The use in the EYLF, of terms such as “intentional teaching”, “pedagogy”, 
“learning outcomes” and “assessment” highlights a move away from the more traditional 
approaches of nurturing and care towards systems of teaching and accountability (Ortlipp 
et al., 2011, p. 63). The NQF stipulates the importance of an education leaders’ ability to 
support their lesser trained colleagues in their implementation of the program, 
acknowledging and accounting for their varying abilities and learning styles (DEEWR, 
2013a) . This requirement emphasises the need for cohesive environments that encourage 
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professional mentorship and ongoing professional development for both vocational and 
university trained practitioners.  
Noble (2007) proposed that for those practitioners working in collaborative 
workplaces, the nature of their identity may be significantly influenced by the context of 
their workplace environment. She suggests that reform of ECEC with more emphasis on 
integrated education and care may have direct implications on the practitioners working 
within services. Noble advocated for a more cohesive and internally supportive 
workforce in which new graduates transitioning into professional practice are provided 
with opportunities to engage in learning and reflection in order to gain membership into 
the professional community. Collaboration and partnership are essential in acquiring this 
sense of membership.  
With much emphasis now being placed on education and collaboration within 
ECEC practice and a paradigm shift in the way early childhood development is viewed 
by policymakers, questions have arisen regarding the impact of the EYLF on 
vocationally-trained practitioners’ professional identity (Ortlipp et al., 2011). Ortlipp et 
al. (2011) examined if and how curriculum interventions such as the EYLF shape 
educators’ perceptions of professional identity. Interview data was sourced from 28 case 
sites across Australia during the 2009 EYLF pilot study. Analysis highlighted that 
practitioner engagement with the framework both individually and collaboratively 
brought new awareness and understandings of the educative nature of what they were 
already accomplishing in practice. Critical reflections on their educative practice made 
their position as teachers visible, therefore legitimising their perceptions of themselves as 
professional educators. Wider recognition of themselves as educators from both within 
and outside the sector through dissemination of the EYLF also helped to circulate 
discourses positioning them as educators and professionals.  
In light of the new NQF reforms practitioners qualified under the vocational system 
with a two year Diploma of Children’s Services are now purportedly recognised under 
the same professional umbrella as university trained early childhood teachers working in 
the long day child care sector. Since the introduction of the EYLF, the label educator is 
now used to describe all professionals who work with children in ECEC. Working from 
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the assumption that all educators are united in a shared goal of facilitating children's 
learning and wellbeing the EYLF Working Party deemed this change in title appropriate 
(Sumsion et al., 2009). Fenech, Sumsion, and Shepherd (2010) expressed concern with 
the loose application of the term professional to all staff working in the sector. Fenech et 
al. (2012) suggested that this labelling is problematic in its failing to recognise university 
trained teachers as experts in the field thus diluting the complex nature of quality and the 
status of qualified teachers within the long day ECEC sector. 
The successful implementation of the current NQF reform guidelines and 
associated workforce initiatives will demand high standards and innovative methods of 
education, training and professional development (Australian Government Productivity 
Commission, 2011, 2013). To support government aims to professionalise the ECEC 
sector and promote the status of the workforce, evaluation of both VET and higher 
education providers, in light of these reforms, is essential (Bretherton, 2011). With the 
implementation of the EYLF, there is also a need to closely examine the knowledge, 
belief systems and practices necessary in the development and implementation of high 
quality care and education environments for young children in ECEC. Such endeavours 
may provide a guide to assist training and education institutions in implementing 
appropriate approaches that will assist the workforce in negotiating more critically 
reflective, collaborative and pedagogical environments, generating new epistemological 
understandings, professional partnerships and stronger perceptions of professional 
identity. These are the directions that were considered important through the last decade 
(Macfarlane, Noble, & Cartmel, 2004).  
2.5 Conclusion  
This chapter has focused on the review of the broader sociocultural contexts 
relating to the manner in which the nature of the professional work and professional 
identity has evolved for ECEC practitioners. These contexts have shaped practitioner 
professional identity. Although the debates in Australia have been informed by policy 
issues and research across national contexts, particularly from the United States and the 
United Kingdom, Australia has had its own unique evolution of ECEC services.  
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This review of research and literature covering policy and funding reforms and 
initiatives in Australia, has highlighted that current policy reforms and initiatives reflect 
the need for a more integrated education and care systems (Australian Government, 
2013). With new higher qualification requirements and an emphasis on quality 
improvement under the NQF, there is a demand for ECEC training and professional 
development of a high standard. This training needs to support vocationally-trained 
practitioners’ in their pedagogical, critically reflective and collaborative practice 
(DEEWR, 2013c) . In the next chapter, the Australian provision of education and training 
will be explored in relation to the facilitation of the current workplace reforms and 
initiatives and the development of practitioner professional identity.  
A common assertion espoused by the academic literature about theory, policy and 
research about ECEC services is the importance of critical reflection, collaboration and 
strong pedagogical beliefs for higher quality practice that will support a strong 
practitioner professional identity. To my knowledge, through the search of literature, no 
research to date has used self-authorship as a theoretical framework/lens to understand 
vocationally-trained practitioners’ perceptions of their professional identity. The question 
of how these practitioners define themselves as professionals and negotiate their identity 
within their sociocultural context will be examined in the next chapter. Self-authorship 
theory will be discussed as both a theoretical lens and a means to understand and promote 
the professional identity of ECEC practitioners. 
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Chapter 3 : Understanding Practitioner Professional 
Identity through Self-authorship 
3.1 Introduction 
The research presented in this thesis explores the development of the professional 
identity of child care practitioners. Students initially recruited for this research were 
completing their vocational qualification to work with young children in child care 
settings. Those students who were still engaged in child care employment or further study 
were followed-up 24 months later. This follow-up was in order to understand the nature 
of the professional identity that these participants had developed, across the transition 
from student to child care practitioner. 
Professional identity can be described as a shared set of attributes, values, and 
ideals that enables differentiation between one professional group and another (Winslade, 
2002). Sleegers and Kelchtermans (as translated and cited in Van den Berg, 2002) 
conceptualise professional identity for educators as “an interaction between the personal 
experiences of teachers and the social, cultural, and institutional environment in which 
they function on a daily basis.” p 579) An individual’s professional identity evolves when 
that person adopts attributes from within their profession through a process of 
socialisation (Beijaard et al., 2004; De Ruyter & Conroy, 2002). Lasky (2005, p. 900) 
proposed that professional identity can be understood in terms of how members of a 
profession “define themselves to themselves and others.” Professional identity can 
therefore be seen as being influenced by context, formed through relationships, as 
unstable and shifting, and involving knowledge construction and meaning-making 
(Rodgers & Scott, 2008). Theoretical frameworks used to inform recent research on 
professional identity, although diverse, are unified through perspectives which either 
directly or indirectly emphasise that contextual influences shape professional identity 
(Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009). An emphasis on context is also the foundation of 
sociocultural theory (Rogoff, 2003), which provides an overarching theoretical 
framework for this research study. 
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The larger political, societal and economic contexts have strong influences on the 
work of child care practitioners and therefore according to previous definitions, the 
identity of practitioners. There is a constant political and media focus on child care in 
Australia – its costs, quality, and availability. The Australian Government has responded 
to these social and political pressures to improve child care quality and access in the last 
few years. These changes continue to draw attention to the work and the role of the child 
care practitioner – their qualifications, training, and remuneration for this professional 
work. It is therefore important to investigate how child care practitioners perceive their 
professional role and how they construct their professional identity. It is within the 
immediate contexts in which practitioners work, reflect, and learn, through their 
communities of practice (Wenger, 1998), that their perceptions of themselves as 
professionals emerge (Urban, 2008). This chapter considers how professional identity can 
be understood at the individual level, through the internally driven influences of self-
authorship. Self-authorship involves the dynamic interplay between the three dimensions 
of: personal epistemology (knowing and learning about work in child care); interpersonal 
development (professional engagement through practice), and intrapersonal development 
(personal beliefs and values about the self and work in child care).  
The first section of this chapter focuses on professional identity, highlighting 
theoretical frameworks and research perspectives. Ideas from sociocultural theory and 
communities of practice are then examined. The specific competencies central to child 
care practitioner professional practice and the development of clear professional 
identities: critical reflection, professional engagement, and sense of self are explored. 
Self-authorship theory is then discussed as the substantive theoretical lens for 
understanding the nature of vocationally-trained child care practitioners’ professional 
identity. Finally, an approach to learning and assessment based on self-authorship is 
explored as a potential framework to understand professional identity (Brownlee et al., 
2011). This provides a platform on which to envisage a cultural change in vocational 
education that would assist child care practitioners in their pursuit of a clear and strong 
professional identity. 
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3.2 Research and Theory on the Development of Professional 
Identity 
A large volume of literature exists regarding the development and understanding of 
professional identity across a range of occupational areas. In research on teachers’ 
professional identity, a variety of theoretical perspectives have been used across 
disciplines including sociology, social psychology, philosophy, and anthropology but 
most have in common, a focus on the social, political, cultural and economic contexts in 
which teachers’ work is embedded. Beijaard et al. (2004) noted that there were two 
directions that research on professional identity usually takes. This is either to identify the 
specific characteristics of professional identity or to understand the formation and change 
of professional identity across time. Beauchamp and Thomas (2009) considered that 
understanding the development of professional identity required recognition of the close 
connection between identity and self as well as the role of emotion and reflection in 
shaping identity. Beauchamp and Thomas also considered the link between professional 
identity and a sense of agency in performing the professional role. They also noted that in 
research on professional identity personal narratives and discourse are important. What 
characterises the extensive research on professional identity is the diversity of the 
theoretical and methodological perspectives used. 
Several of the following studies, exploring professional identity from within a 
variety of contexts, emphasised the self as critical in understanding professional identity, 
including: self-reflection, agency, activism, and resistance. In a study on the construction 
of professional identity by academic supervisors in France, Dahan (2007) drew on a 
theoretical model by Pratt, Rockmann, and Kaufmann (2006) focusing on learning cycles. 
The “work and identity learning cycle” as noted by Dahan (2007, p. 235), emphasised the 
relationship between doing and being for any individual. When faced with a conflict 
between the nature of the work and professional identity, individuals resolve the conflict 
by adapting who they are to match what they do. Professional identity is defined through 
individuals’ own descriptions of relevant professional attributes and characteristics. 
Individuals acquire the attributes of their professional identity through their interactions 
with colleagues. However, professional identity is also determined by how one 
distinguishes one's own identity from that of others.  
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Again in relation to understandings of self, in research from the Netherlands, 
Akkerman and Meijer (2011) used a dialogical theoretical perspective to understand 
teacher professional identity. This theoretical and methodological viewpoint was 
proposed by Herbert Hermans (2008) as the “multiple, discontinuous and social nature” 
of identity (p. 311). It emphasises concepts of self and dialogue and focuses on the 
importance of listening in order to understand how teachers conceptualise their 
professional identities through the personal discourses in which they engage. As teachers 
struggle with multiple and conflicting assumptions about their practice and how it can be 
understood, various voices within them are in a constant state of change and negotiation, 
trying to make sense of the competing voices that are in conflict. Akkerman and Meijer 
(2011) suggested that this internal conflict as teachers strive to find balance between 
competing assumptions and understandings about their work can open up understanding 
about the construction of teachers’ professional identities. This dialogical understanding 
of self as an informative theoretical framework can do justice to the full complexity in 
understanding professional identity that emphasises the ongoing internal processes of 
negotiation between multiple and different personal positions about one’s professional 
role. 
Ruohotie-Lyhty (2013), in research conducted in Finland, examined the differences 
between two beginning language teachers’ notions of their professional identity across 
their first four years of professional practice using a narrative research approach. 
Ruohotie-Lyhty focused on both teaching events and the “human experiences” (p. 123) as 
having important connections. The data were collected through reflective essays written 
by the participants and four individual interviews. The teachers were asked to write their 
essays about their goals, ideas and everyday experiences and describe their feelings. 
Through this narrative method, Ruohotie-Lyhty defined the multiple variations in the 
teachers’ stories – their “starting points” and the “narrative plots” within their stories that 
signified commonalities and differences in the identity development of the teachers 
across four years of professional work. 
With a different theoretical approach from the previous reviewed studies, Lasky 
(2005) employed an anthropological approach within an overarching sociocultural 
framework to develop understanding of teacher identity, agency and professional 
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vulnerability in the context of secondary school reform in Canada. The sociocultural 
approach to understanding agency and identity as proposed by (Wertsch, 1991), explored 
the political, social and cultural contexts that shape who people are, what they believe, 
and how they act. Wertsch, Tulviste, and Hagstrom (1993) suggested that agency and 
identity are shaped by overarching contextual influences that are reflected in mediational 
tools such as policy mandates, curriculum guidelines, workplace culture, and 
relationships which are encountered by teachers throughout their working life. 
Professional vulnerability, Lasky suggested, is a “multidimensional manifested emotional 
experience” (p. 109) that changes as teachers negotiate different contexts and 
interpersonal relationships. Lasky noted that vulnerability has both an open and willing 
component which facilitates learning and collaboration and a more protective and 
inefficacious component that can inhibit learning and effective collaborative 
relationships. Lasky (2005) described professional identity as a construct of professional 
self, identified by how teachers define themselves to themselves and to others that is 
shaped by sociocultural contexts and evolves throughout a teacher’s career. 
Several studies have focused on exploring professional identity with early 
childhood teachers. In a New Zealand study, that explored early childhood teachers’ 
understandings and views of professionalism using grounded theory as a methodology, 
Dalli (2008) found that the teachers’ understandings of professionalism were 
conceptually structured around the their perceptions of self, their pedagogical beliefs, 
professional knowledge about practice, and the collaborative relationships in which they 
were engaged in relation to their work. Dalli also highlighted the contextual influences of 
the workplace in developing a sense of professionalism.  
With a similar focus to Dalli on early childhood teachers’ perceptions of 
professionalism, but within the context of a changing policy landscape in Australia, 
Fenech et al. (2010) drew on the post-structuralist theories of Foucault (1978, 1984). 
They identified a “resistance ethic” (p. 92) on the part of early childhood teachers 
through which many teachers exercise personal agency as “activist professionals” (p. 93) 
through a range of resistance strategies. Fenech et al. termed this “transformative activist 
professionalism” (p. 91) and suggested that this position about professional identity 
stemmed from strong beliefs about the importance of collaborative action, critical 
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reflection, equity, and social justice; played out because of beliefs about the vital role that 
early childhood teachers play in the provision of education to young children. Potentially, 
this resistance professionalism was manifested because the teachers believed that there 
was a lack of societal recognition about the values of their professional role. 
In another study relating to the professional position of early childhood 
practitioners Ortlipp et al. (2011) reported research in Australia that investigated how 
ECEC practitioners perceived themselves as professionals through their engagement with 
the Early Years Learning Framework. This framework has recently become the 
curriculum for programs serving children aged birth to 5 years. Practitioners from a wide 
variety of early learning services were interviewed. These ranged from long day care 
centres, preschools, integrated child and family services, family day care schemes, 
occasional-care settings and playgroups. Qualifications of the 98 participants interviewed 
included, Certificate III in Children’s Services, Diploma in Children’s services and 
university degrees in early childhood education. Ortlipp et al. used a post-structuralist 
theoretical perspective, and highlighted among other factors, that because all staff 
working with children are positioned by the EYLF as educators, the status of staff with 
vocational training and staff with no formal qualifications may be raised. This they 
suggested may lead to greater professional recognition for these practitioners. 
Conversely, it was argued that in positioning all staff working directly with children in 
early childhood settings as educators, university-qualified early childhood teachers may 
experience a loss of status. Findings also suggested that critically engaging with the 
EYLF in light of their practice, both as individual practitioners and collaboratively, led to 
changes in their ways of thinking about practice and for some practitioners a 
repositioning of themselves as educators, teachers and professionals. 
From the perspective of membership in a community of practice, research by 
Andersson and Hellberg (2009) investigated the role of prior learning in Swedish teacher 
education for early childhood education students. Student learning trajectories and 
professional identity were framed through a situated learning perspective proposed by 
Lave and Wenger (1991) and Wenger’s (1998) theory of communities of practice. 
Learning was identified as a process of participation through which professional identity 
is created and changed. Professional identity develops through membership and 
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participation in communities of practice. Teacher education was regarded as being 
situated across two communities of practice, the university and the workplace, and 
through participation in both of these, students were able to negotiate clear and certain 
identities over time. 
In an important ECEC study that examined professionalism as a sociocultural 
construction and using a post-structuralist framework, Osgood (2010) critically appraised 
the use of “hegemonic discourses” (p. 119). Her participants were London-based nursery 
workers. Hegemonic notions of professionalism are explored through the examination of 
relevant policy documents. Emphasis is placed on the notion of a “critically reflective 
emotional professional” (p.119). Osgood proposed that this position can be adopted or 
resisted in light of policy reform. The research also emphasised how practitioner 
professional identities in early childhood settings are influenced by personal life 
experiences as well as the conditions and opportunities that existed in their sociocultural 
contexts for the construction of alternative professional identities.  
3.2.1 Theoretical Ideas Emerging from the Research 
The articles reviewed in Section 3.2 were informed by a variety of theoretical 
perspectives, including Foucault’s theories of power and discourse (Fenech et al., 2010; 
Ortlipp et al., 2011; Osgood, 2010); Lave and Wenger’s work on “communities of 
practice” and “situated learning” (Andersson & Hellberg, 2009); Pratt, Rockmann, & 
Kaufmann’s “work and identity learning circles” (Dahan, 2007); the psychological theory 
of Herbert Hermans, Dialogical Self (Akkerman & Meijer, 2011); and Wertsch,Tulviste, 
and Hagstrom’s, Mediated agency (Lasky, 2005). Methodologically, the use of narrative 
was promoted by Ruohotie-Lyhty (2013) as a way to develop in-depth understandings of 
professional identity through a focus on both events and human experience. This 
selection of studies represents a disparate array of theoretical frameworks suggesting that 
there is no one clear way in which professional identity can best be studied. A common 
assumption related to professional identity as highlighted in these studies and this thesis, 
is the connection between sociocultural contexts and professional identity development.  
Within these studies there was also significant variance in the focus on the 
processes of professional identify that were studied. All were related in some way to 
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practitioners’ knowing and learning about professional practice. Many articles discussed 
the role of self in different ways, such as self reflection, agency, activism and resistance. 
Osgood (2010) promoted the idea of the critically reflective, emotional professional and 
emphasised that critical reflection is a key process in professional identity development. 
Findings from Ortlipp et al. (2011) suggested that child care practitioners critical 
engagement with the recent EYLF has lead to changes in their ways of thinking about 
practice and for some a repositioning of themselves as professional educators. The study 
by Lasky (2005) described professional identity as a construct of the professional self 
with agency and identity influenced by sociocultural contexts. Fenech et al. (2010) also 
focused on the role of self, emphasising the importance of activism and resistance in 
building strong perceptions of self and professional identity. The understandings of Dalli 
(2008) about professional identity were based around teachers’ professional development, 
specifically, their pedagogical style and beliefs, professional knowledge and practice and 
collaborative relationships. 
The central characteristic that links these studies is their references, either directly 
or indirectly, to the influence of context on shaping professional identity. Various studies 
highlighted the social, political, economic and cultural influences on professional 
identity. This emphasis on contextual influences is the foundation of sociocultural theory. 
The idea of self as critical to research on professional identity was also proposed as a key 
factor in several studies. 
3.3 Sociocultural Theory and Professional Identity 
This section of the chapter overviews and justifies the use of sociocultural theory in 
this study as the overarching meta-theory to understand practitioner professional identity 
before expanding the focus on self-authorship as the substantive theoretical and 
methodological lens for this research. Theories operate at different levels, and serve 
different purposes. Meta-theories are seen as most abstract and least changeable, whereas 
substantive theories are less abstract and more changeable (Grover & Glazier, 1986).  
Derived in part from the theoretical concepts of Vygotsky (1978) a sociocultural 
theoretical perspective highlights the social and cultural contexts of social interaction and 
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participation. Vygotsky's research developed at the beginning of the 20th century with his 
conception of the social individual tied to the role of signs in the development of 
cognitive functions (Forman, 2013). An individual’s learning and development from a 
Vygotskian perspective occurs primarily as a social process which, through ongoing 
participation, mediated by cultural activities, tools, artefacts and practices, becomes more 
internalised by acquiring new strategies, knowledge and personal beliefs (Edwards, 2005; 
Hedges & Cullen, 2012).Vygotsky’s theory emphasised that the potential for cognitive 
development is limited to what he referred to as a "zone of proximal development" 
(p.39). This is the area of exploration for which the student requires social interaction and 
support from a more capable other to facilitate intellectual knowledge and skills 
(Chaiklin, 2003). The implications of Vygotsky’s theory are that learners should be 
provided with socially rich, collaborative environments in which to explore knowledge 
domains with their fellow students, and teachers (Fernández, Wegerif, Mercer, & Rojas-
Drummond, 2002).  
Sociocultural theories of knowing and learning seek to explain the social nature of 
learning and propose that knowledge, learning and identity development are contextually 
situated (Lave & Wenger, 1991). A sociocultural perspective on learning in the 
workplace underlines the importance of the collaborative social context of work and 
influence on individual learning and professional identity (Billett, 2001a; Kelly, 2006; 
Wenger, 1998). In Figure 3.1 there is a representation of the various layers to this 
research, beginning with sociocultural contexts in the outer layer which represent the 
broad social, political, and economic influences on work in child care that impacts on 
professional identity. These broad contexts and their influence on professional identity 
for child care practitioners were described in detail in Chapter 2. In the second layer, the 
importance of communities of practice and learning and workplace cultures on 
practitioner professional identity is represented. This embodies the immediate 
sociocultural contexts for the development of professional identity. In the inner layer, the 
individual level of professional identity is represented using self-authorship theory. Here 
the practitioners’ growth of an internally defined professional identity is theorised 
through self-authorship, which involves the dimensions of personal epistemology, 
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interpersonal, and intrapersonal development. This figure reflects how each of the layers 
interacts with each other rather than being considered as separate entities. 
The next Section (3.3) will provide an overview of communities of practice as the 
immediate context for understanding professional identity. This will be followed in 
Section (3.4) by a review of the literature and theory related to professional identity at the 
individual level, how practitioners know and learn about their work in child care through 
the internally driven influences of personal epistemology, interpersonal and intrapersonal 
development. 
 
Figure 3.1. A Sociocultural Model for Understanding Professional Identity 
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3.3.1 Sociocultural Contexts: Communities of Practice 
It is within the immediate sociocultural contexts in which practitioners collaborate, 
work and learn, and their interpersonal relations with the children, parents, mentors and 
colleagues participating in these contexts, that practitioners’ professional identity 
emerges. The nature of these interactions may differ between roles and responsibilities, 
but it is the immediacy of these roles, the culture of the workplace and what practitioners 
do in interaction with significant others that underpins their image of themselves as 
professionals (Miller, Dalli, & Urban, 2011; Urban, 2008). This highlights the importance 
of the community of practice as a key aspect of professional identity development and a 
sociocultural context.  
The notion of communities of practice is described by cognitive anthropologists 
Lave and Wenger (1991), as a group of people who have an identity defined by shared 
interests within a specific domain or profession. Membership therefore implies a 
commitment to the profession, and accordingly, a shared competence that distinguishes 
members from other people. It is through the sociocultural process of collaboration that 
active knowledge construction, interpretation, and understanding is developed (Rogoff, 
1998). Wenger (1998) proposed that a community of practice defines itself along three 
dimensions: What it is about: its joint endeavour or purpose as understood and 
continually renegotiated by its members; How it functions: the formation and interaction 
of relationships that bind members together into a collaborative social entity and What 
capability it has produced: the collection of shared resources and competencies (ethics, 
beliefs, practices and vocabulary), that members have communally developed over time. 
Through this individual and group construction people develop themselves both 
personally and professionally.  
Building and maintaining cohesive communities of practice is seen as an essential 
component of professional practice in early childhood education and care (Goodfellow, 
1995; Noble, 2007). Wenger (2010) concurred that learning is integrated with practice 
and through engagement with a community of practice, by means of sponsorship and 
mentorship, students become increasingly competent and confident in their professional 
practice and their sense of self. This personal and professional understanding and 
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recognition, Wenger proposed, supports membership into their professional community 
providing the foundation for strong perceptions of professional identity.  
Within a community of practice practitioners primarily base their ethical actions on 
values based reasoning which is commonly represented by codes of practice (Taggart, 
2011). Both the EYLF and the Code of Ethics (2006) of the Early Childhood Association 
promote the building of collaborative supportive relationships as central to professional 
learning for quality practice. They encourage collaboration with colleagues to generate a 
culture of continual evaluation, to use constructive methods, to manage differences of 
opinion, and to acknowledge and support the personal strengths, professional experience, 
and diversity of colleagues (Goodfellow, 2009). Osgood (2012) noted that professional 
identity can be seen as fluid and shifting, dependent on the practitioners’ social context. 
From this sociocultural perspective Sachs (2001) proposed that an individual’s 
professional identity evolves when they adopt attributes from within their profession 
through a process of socialisation. Similarly, a group professional identity is defined 
when a group adopts a set of identity attributes by a socialisation process within their 
profession.  
Wenger (1998) proposed that supportive interpersonal relations and shared 
knowledge construction are the keys to real transformation in communities of practice. 
These cohesive practices support students and early career practitioners in the 
construction of strong perceptions of professional identity (Noble, 2007). During both 
vocational child care practitioner training and university early childhood teacher 
education, students are required to participate in field placement experiences. These 
experiences provide opportunities for students to learn from competent and qualified 
mentors in the ECEC field (Macy, Squires, & Barton, 2009). Quality field placement 
experiences also provide practitioners with the opportunity to make links with their 
professional community and engage in reflective practice. Vocational students in their 
field placements in child care services, in contrast to field experiences afforded to 
university students are less likely to be provided with opportunities to engage in critical 
reflection about their learning (Watson & Axford, 2008). University students are 
encouraged by their lecturers to reflect critically on experiences during their placement 
with emphasis on developing connectedness with children, reflecting on and developing 
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theoretical insights and engaging in professional conversations (Brown & Danaher, 2008; 
Nickel, Sutherby, & Garrow-Oliver, 2010). There is concern that the limited 
opportunities for critically reflective practice in vocational placements will impact on the 
preparation of these practitioners to negotiate the current ECEC reforms. Of specific 
concern is their capacity to confidently work in partnership with more highly qualified 
teachers (Macfarlane et al., 2004).  
Brown and Danaher (2008) emphasised the merit of field placement experiences in 
which the philosophy and approaches of the practitioner education program and the 
placement setting are aligned. Students, they suggest, need to be given the opportunity to 
observe and reflect upon best practice and relate these practices to theories that have been 
presented in their coursework. This it is proposed will promote the development of their 
personal pedagogy and teaching style. Significant to these realisations are opportunities 
provided by mentors, for the student to experience, discuss and reflect upon the diversity, 
problems and complexity found in the ECEC profession in light of current research 
(Moody, 2009). Ledoux et al. (2008) suggested the need for freedom and encouragement 
during placements in order for students to be able to show initiative. Students who have 
these positive and rewarding experiences during their child care field placements, are 
more likely to develop positive attitudes to the child care sector and consider entering the 
workforce (Thorpe et al., 2011). Experiences in cohesive, professional environments such 
as these, with energetic, inspiring and supportive mentors may contribute to the 
development of stronger perceptions of professional identity (Noble, 2007). 
Students moving into work in professional practice significantly benefit from 
supportive and reflective communities of practice where equitable approaches are 
employed by management (Bretherton, 2010). In her Australian Government funded 
research project, directed at understanding workforce development and retention in 
ECEC, Bretherton (2010) interviewed staff and management at four innovative best 
practice case study sites. The aim of her study was to determine long-term strategies that 
could minimise staff turnover and develop the professional skills and status of the 
workforce. Findings from the study highlighted several strategies which synthesised the 
approaches employed by the services to improve the low status perception of child care 
work and improve staff retention. Bretherton noted that each of the services paid above 
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award wages to practitioners and to varying degrees sought to supplement pay levels with 
other workplace incentives. Due to delivery costs for services, pay parity with qualified 
teachers was not an option. Critical to the cohesive nature of these communities of 
practice were the opportunities provided by management for active engagement in 
mentoring, professional development and reflection. These opportunities extended and 
embedded formal training and assisted in building collaborative relationships and 
professional awareness.  
According to Bretherton, these cohesive communities of practice provided vital 
building blocks in the design and implementation of professional pedagogical programs. 
Management within these services sought to lift the value and appreciation of the work of 
all staff through flat staffing structures rather than hierarchical ones. All staff were 
equally valued and referred to as teachers, rather than child care workers. These practices 
were also used as a way to empower junior members of staff. Findings indicated that all 
best-practice case study sites were committed to a strong sense of collegial support and 
the ongoing development of their professional knowledge base through professional 
development sessions and mutual reflection of practice. Consistent with the findings of 
the OECD (2006), Bretherton concluded that these practices which offer an 
understanding of both care and education are central to confronting the low status of the 
child care workforce.  
Watson (2006b) emphasised the importance of communities of practice which 
extend beyond the workplace and into the broader field of ECEC. She advocated for the 
development of a self-governing professional association for all practitioners in the field 
of early childhood. Such a body, she suggested, could act to unite the profession and raise 
public awareness about the role of child care practitioners within the ECEC community. 
Association with a professional body could empower child care practitioners, providing 
them with the opportunity to be advocates for professional development and identity. 
Practitioners who are affiliated with a professional association are generally more 
informed with access to more professional knowledge and discourse (Brownlee, 
Berthelsen, & Boulton-Lewis, 2004). Whitebook (1999) emphasised the importance of 
professional affiliations within broader and more local communities of practice 
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suggesting that they provide a platform for practitioners to mobilise activism, defending 
their economic and professional interests. 
The most active professional body representing the ECEC community has been 
Early Childhood Australia (ECA). This professional organisation which has been in 
operation since 1938 represents professionals in early childhood education. It promotes 
the understanding and awareness of early education issues in the wider community (Early 
Childhood Australia, 2012). ECA adopted Australia’s first professional code of ethics for 
ECEC in 1990. When the code was adopted in Australia there was considerable 
discussion and debate within the professional community as to whether this would 
promote professional status within the ECEC sector. With the clear division between 
education and care at the time this professional status was not realised (Newman & 
Pollnitz, 2005). Membership of ECA has been popular with kindergarten and preschool 
teachers but not commonly subscribed to by vocationally-trained child care practitioners. 
Both the financial commitment and emphasis on teacher affiliation were seen as a 
deterrent (Stonehouse, 1989, 1994).  
Although there is limited current research in the area of vocationally-trained 
practitioner professional affiliations within their community of practice, research from 
the United States highlights that staff who have professional affiliations are more likely 
to remain long-term in their position and the ECEC sector (Whitebook & Sakai, 2003). 
With a unified ECEC workforce the child care professional may have a stronger platform 
upon which to build professional advocacy and activism encouraging practitioners of all 
qualification levels to participate in professional discourse within their broader 
community of practice (Watson, 2006a). Sachs (2003a, 2003b) argued that collaborative 
action and critical reflection within practitioners’ communities of practice can promote  
social justice and equity. Professional communities, united through the promotion of 
advocacy and equity could assist in raising the public perception and status of the sector 
as a whole and provide vocationally-trained practitioners’ with stronger perceptions of 
professional identity. This focus on critical reflection will be discussed in detail in the 
next section as part of our understanding of the individual level of professional identity. 
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3.4 Knowing and Learning about Work in Child Care 
This section overviews the next layer or the inner circle of the sociocultural 
conceptual framework that was presented in Figure 3.1 - the individual level of 
professional identity. Within the research studies reviewed earlier in this chapter, 
professional identity development was linked to practitioners knowing and learning about 
work in child care. Three elements emerged that emphasised specific competencies 
central to child care practitioner professional practice and the development of clear 
professional identities: critical reflection, professional engagement, and sense of self. 
This current section is followed by a review of self-authorship theory and how this 
perspective can inform professional identity at this individual level. 
3.4.1 Critical Reflection  
Osgood (2012) proposed that the manner and extent to which practitioners are able 
to reflect upon their practice has a bearing on both the quality of their practice and the 
perception of themselves as competent professionals. The National Quality Framework 
Discussion Paper (DEEWR, 2008),  advocated for educators to be focussed, reflective 
and engaged with colleagues, children, parents and families as active participants in 
documentation and reflection. The framework describes how a lively culture of 
professional enquiry can be established when early childhood educators and those with 
whom they work, are all involved in an ongoing cycle of evaluation through which 
current practices are examined and new ideas generated. Educators are encouraged to 
critically deconstruct events and experiences to examine various aspects from different 
perspectives including questioning theories, philosophies and understandings that shape 
their work. The 2009 report of the Expert Advisory Panel (DEEWR, 2009), on quality 
ECEC, recognised that one of the most effective ways of ensuring the establishment and 
maintenance of high quality programs for young children and their families is to provide 
high quality pre-service training programs. These training programs require a focus on 
critical reflection, as well as ongoing opportunities for personal and professional 
development for all personnel involved in the early childhood field.  
Reflective critical thinking is described by King and Kitchener (1994, 2012) with 
reference to epistemological assumptions about views of knowledge and how they are 
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acquired. This reflective judgement model encompasses both personal epistemology and 
skills of critical thinking. Highlighted within King and Kitcheners’ seven stage model are 
three major periods of reflection: the pre-reflective (Stages 1-3), the quasi-reflective 
(Stages 4 and 5), and the reflective (Stages 6 and 7). In the pre-reflective period 
knowledge is seen as absolute and is obtained with certainty through observation or 
authority figures. Justification is therefore unnecessary. In the quasi-reflective period 
knowledge is uncertain and distinctive to the individual, taking situational variables into 
consideration. Beliefs are context specific and justified through trial and error rather than 
critical reflection. The two stages within the reflective period culminate in a belief that 
knowledge is tentative and evolving and developed through inquiry. Solutions to ill-
structured problems are constructed and the adequacy of those solutions is evaluated in 
light of current evidence, and then re-evaluated when relevant new evidence, 
perspectives, or tools of inquiry become available (King & Kitchener, 2012).  
Brownlee et al. (2011) emphasised that it is through this deeper more critical 
reflection that practitioners’ beliefs and practices are justified through the monitoring of 
personal understandings and judgments. Practitioners are empowered to be more socially 
responsive, self-directed and less dependent on false assumptions. This critical reflection 
supports quality pedagogical practice and strong perceptions of professional identity. 
Berthelsen and Brownlee (2007) advocated the need for vocational education and 
professional development programs that encourage this critical reflection and to make 
connections between the affective and cognitive functions of their work. Vocationally- 
trained students’ completion of assessment tasks through competency-based training 
means that it is likely that students personal epistemology is such that knowledge is 
conceived as practical and absolute (right or wrong). Knowledge is therefore transferable 
without the need to actively construct personal meaning and understanding for 
applications in practice. Competency-based training does not require students to engage 
in or develop extensive critical reflection from multiple perspectives in the context of 
personal beliefs, ideals and values (sense of self)(Berthelsen & Brownlee, 2007).  
Professional identity for early childhood practitioners can be realised when they 
reflect critically on their practice thus enabling them to make connections between their 
personal and professional ideals and knowledge (Manning-Morton, 2006). Self-
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authorship draws on theories of personal epistemology (knowing and learning about work 
in child care) and extends this to include the dimensions of interpersonal (professional 
engagement through practice), and intrapersonal development (personal beliefs and 
values about the self and work in child care).  
3.4.2 Professional Engagement 
Supportive interpersonal relationships that involve shared knowledge construction 
are essential in cohesive communities of practice (Wenger, 1998). These relationships 
support students and early career practitioners in the construction of strong perceptions of 
professional identity (Noble, 2007). Professional engagement through collaboration is 
also an essential component of effective curriculum practice for child care practitioners. 
This is outlined in the national quality standards under element 4.2.2 where it cites: 
“Educators, co-ordinators and staff members work collaboratively and affirm, challenge, 
support and learn from each other to further [sic] develop their skills, to improve practice 
and relationships” (Australian Children’s Education and Care Quality Authority 
[ACECQA], 2011, p. 109). This engagement with likeminded professionals promotes 
ongoing development and strengthens workplace relationships. Collaboration for child 
care practitioners is underpinned by the support of colleagues; respect for others; non-
discriminative working relationships, and aspirations for a cohesive, and democratic 
workplace (Dalli, 2008). The ability to engage effectively with colleagues, parents and 
specialists within the community requires the capacity to develop respectful, autonomous 
relationships, to collaborate in curriculum decision-making, and to have the ability to 
develop critically reflective practices (Noble, 2007).  
A professional child care practitioner therefore requires the capacity for 
interdependence, an ability to respect one’s own and others needs, negotiate other 
perspectives and engage in genuinely mutual relationships. They need to be able to 
interact with different social groups, be non- judgemental and open to other perspectives 
(Creamer & Laughlin, 2005). Kelly (2006) suggested that through such collaboration and 
participation in the professional community, practitioners move from novice to engaging 
in expert professional practice. 
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3.4.3 A Strong Sense of Self 
For a vocationally-trained child care practitioner to develop a strong professional 
identity, it is important that they also have a strong sense of self (Noble, 2007). This 
section of the chapter explores the construction of practitioners’ sense of self and its 
relationship to professional identity. 
The sociocultural perspective employed in this study highlights the importance of 
the individual sense of self (inner layer of Figure 3.1) in the development of professional 
identity. Wenger (1998) proposed that identity is fluid, constructed and constantly 
transformed through participation in and reflection on social interaction within the 
workplace. He suggested that throughout professional life, past constructs of personal 
identity (sense of self) and features of the workplace influence professional identity 
development. This as noted earlier, reflects how each of the layers interacts with each 
other rather than being considered as separate entities.  
Manning-Morton (2006) also suggested that personal identity involves 
practitioners’ self-knowledge which includes self-awareness, intrapersonal and 
interpersonal skills and theoretical knowledge. She emphasised the need to analyse 
personal experience and practice and use it as a source of knowledge in practitioners’ 
understanding of and interactions with children. Intrapersonal and interpersonal skills she 
proposes are essential in the development of key personal relationships within a 
community of practice. The quality of the personal relationships between practitioners 
and children are the cornerstones of good practice and the foundation of positive 
perceptions of professional identity. Manning-Morton (2006) stressed the need for 
theoretical knowledge to inform and expand understanding when individually and 
collaboratively reflecting on practice. Goodfellow (2003) similarly postulated that in 
order to engage in effective relationships practitioners need to integrate intrapersonal and 
interpersonal knowledge. Intrapersonal and interpersonal knowledge are the subjective 
sides of knowledge with their characteristics lying within the specific personal qualities 
of the practitioner.  
Manning-Morton’s (2006) descriptions of self-knowledge lead us to understand that 
professional identity is closely linked to sense of self. Professional identity is likely to be 
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realised when practitioners use their interpersonal skills to engage in collaboration and 
have opportunities to reflect critically on their practice so that they can make connections 
between their personal and professional ideals. Such critical reflection that involves self 
and others is the essence of self-authorship theory which is the theoretical framework 
used in this study to examine professional identity. 
3.5  Self-Authorship Theory: A Framework for Understanding 
Professional Identity 
An effective, professional child care practitioner with a strong professional identity 
can be described as one who is self-authored (Brownlee et al., 2011). They are able to 
construct, rather than reproduce knowledge; evaluate critically; they have a strong sense 
of self; and can build caring and collaborative relationships with children, parents, 
colleagues and the community. Self-authored individuals have an internally defined sense 
of self and goals to direct their decision-making and knowledge construction (Baxter 
Magolda, 2001, 2003). These methods of knowledge construction are underpinned by 
critical reflection. Reflective capacity is a key characteristic of self-authorship (Boes, 
Baxter Magolda, & Buckley, 2010). The ability to assess competing ideas and to generate 
new ideas, coupled with the development of a coherent, consistent sense of self, speaks to 
existing calls for ways of supporting the development of critical reflection and problem-
solving skills for a coherent professional identity for child care practitioners (Brownlee et 
al., 2011). 
Self-authorship was originally described by Kegan (1994) as the development of 
one’s internal identity, an ideology where one has the capacity to achieve personal 
authority. Baxter Magolda further evidenced Kegan’s theories in her 2001 longitudinal 
study of ways of knowing (Baxter Magolda, 2001). Spanning twenty-two years, Baxter-
Magolda interviewed 101 college students, (50 women and 51 men) in their first year of 
study in a public university in the United States. After 20 years of annual interviews, 
gradual attrition resulted in 30 participants (18 women and 11 men). Interviews, 
conducted in person and via phone, became increasingly unstructured over the years. 
Conversation focused on dimensions of participant’s lives that they felt were most 
relevant to them at the time. Baxter-Magolda focused on how the participants made 
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meaning of these dimensions, their sense of self, both on a personal level and in relation 
to others and how they constructed their beliefs. Grounded theory methodology was used 
to analyse responses. Credibility was enhanced through the trust and understanding 
Baxter-Magolda formed with the participants over time and their full involvement in 
checking the accuracy and interpretation of data.  
There are three phases in the participant’s journey toward self-authorship (Baxter 
Magolda, 2010): following external formulas, which was prevalent when they left 
college; the crossroads, developing when their internal voices encountered external 
influences as they entered their mid-twenties, and finally self-authorship, when they were 
in their thirties. Baxter-Magolda identifies three defining elements that emerged at this 
time. Trusting ones internal voice to determine beliefs, social relationships and identity. 
These elements became the base on which to build and strengthen an internal belief 
system, establishing it as central to being. Growth in these epistemological, interpersonal 
and intrapersonal dimensions is dependent on personal and contextual dynamics – the 
middle and outer layers of Figure 3.1. The journey toward self-authorship does not 
always follow a straight path. Elements intersect, with growth often occurring in one 
dimension ahead of the corresponding growth in another dimension (Baxter Magolda, 
2010). 
3.5.1  A Self-Authored Professional Identity 
In this research, through examining child care practitioners' self-authorship growth 
both during their TAFE studies and in transition to professional practice it is possible to 
consider their evolving personal epistemology, interpersonal, and intrapersonal beliefs 
and skills. This allows understandings of their developing professional identity to be 
developed. Self-authorship will now be discussed in this context of professional identity 
for the child care practitioner. In Figure 3.2 below, three dimensions are presented: the 
personal epistemological dimension – Knowing and learning about work in child care; 
the interpersonal dimension – professional engagement through practice, and the 
intrapersonal dimension – personal beliefs and values about the self and work in child 
care. 
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Figure 3.2. Self-authorship: A Framework for Professional Identity for Child Care 
Practitioners. 
Baxter Magolda (2007) emphasises that the three dimensions are interwoven, 
highlighting that complex learning outcomes require the development of internal belief 
systems constructed through critical analysis of multiple perspectives. The development 
of internal belief systems is also interconnected with developing internal values that 
shape our personal identities and relationships with others. Self-authorship is a journey 
from external to internal definition of self.  
The personal epistemological dimension refers to how assumptions are used about 
the nature, limits and certainty of knowledge to decide what people want to believe 
(Kitchener, 1983). Self-authored persons believe knowledge to be uncertain and judge it 
in light of evidence relevant to the context. They actively evaluate, interpret, and 
construct judgements to develop their own internal belief systems (Baxter Magolda, 
2001; Kegan, 1994). They construct knowledge by weighing up multiple perspectives, 
believing knowledge to be personally constructed, allowing less reliance on experts 
(Creamer & Laughlin, 2005). “Meaning-making is closely associated with thinking 
processes and, thus, this cognitive dimension of self-authorship theory may be more 
important, or at least more visible, than the other two self-authorship dimensions” (King, 
2010, p. 170) . This suggests that personal epistemology is a “strong partner” in self 
authorship (p. 174).  
Self-authored 
Professional identity  
Personal epistemology 
Critical reflection 
Knowing and learning about 
work in childcare 
Interpersonal 
Collaboration 
Professional engagement 
through practice 
 
 
 
 
Intrapersonal 
Sense of self  
Personal beliefs and values 
about the self and work in 
child care 
               
 
 
 
Understanding Practitioner Professional Identity through Self-authorship 60 
Within the interpersonal dimension we see the self-authored person as one who has 
the developmental capacity for interdependence, or the ability to respect one’s own and 
others needs, negotiate other perspectives and engage in genuinely mutual relationships. 
They are able to interact with different social groups, are less judgemental and more open 
to other perspectives (Creamer & Laughlin, 2005). King and Baxter Magolda (2005) 
noted how personal epistemology and reflective judgment are important in moral and 
ethical reasoning which must be considered within interpersonal interactions. 
The intrapersonal dimension is about sense of self. Self-authored persons are able 
to explore, reflect on and internally choose enduring values to form their identities rather 
than by simply using those of others (Jones & McEwen, 2000). Kegan (1994) explained 
that this internal identity is used to interpret and guide future experiences and actions. He 
further explains that this internal identity is a crucial aspect of standing up for one’s own 
beliefs. In order to know in complex ways practitioners need to sense how they as 
individuals bring personal values, beliefs, and goals to support the knowledge 
construction process. The journey toward self-authorship it would seem is therefore 
closely related to the development of the self (Pizzolato, 2010) but is heavily reliant on 
critical reflection (King, 2010). 
3.5.2 Promoting Self-Authorship 
It would seem that the extent to which a child care practitioner is able to reflect 
critically upon multiple perspectives to construct knowledge and interact effectively, thus 
demonstrating professional attributes, can be informed by the construct of self-
authorship. Moss (2000) argued that competency-based training, the current form of 
training for child care practitioners, is incompatible with the concept of practitioners 
being reflective and critical thinkers. Vocational education and training should not thus 
be limited to demonstrations of practical competence but rather employ a model that 
encourages a journey towards self-authorship. In this study, the nature of child care 
students’ self-authorship is investigated as they transition from vocational training into 
professional practice. These findings will indicate the extent to which child care 
practitioners have developed self-authoring traits throughout their vocational training and 
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during their transition to professional practice and how this journey toward personal 
identity has informed their understandings of their professional identity.  
An approach to learning and assessment based on self-authorship may provide a 
platform on which to build a culture change in vocational education assisting child care 
practitioners in their pursuit of a clear professional identity (Brownlee et al., 2011). 
Brownlee, Berthelsen and Boulton-Lewis (2010) suggested that competency-based 
assessment needs to challenge students to evaluate competing claims about knowledge, 
how different claims connect with the development of their own knowledge and how to 
apply it. The construction of knowledge must involve the weighing up of both formal and 
personal knowledge in social contexts. Brownlee et al., (2011) argued that this may be 
accomplished through a focus on self-authorship.  
Baxter Magolda and King (2007) proposed that self-authorship should be the 
central goal of higher education and, I would argue, vocational education. They outlined 
a model for promoting self-authorship development in undergraduates through the 
Learning Partnerships Model. This model was based on three principles: validate students 
as knower’s, situate learning in student’s experiences, and define learning as mutually 
constructing meaning. Student’s learning is validated when respect for their 
interpretations is offered by their teachers. Knowledge is portrayed as complex and 
socially constructed, emphasising self as central to knowledge construction. Sharing 
authority and expertise assists in the mutual construction of knowledge. Calling for a 
layer of education beyond knowledge acquisition, she proposed that through helping 
students develop their own belief systems, deciding how to implement these systems in 
their professional practice, and refining them as knowledge, students could evolve as 
professionals. Baxter Magolda and King (2007) emphasised that students might only 
enact self-authorship if the context in which they find themselves is supportive. This 
sociocultural perspective (Vygotsky, 1978), highlights the social and cultural contexts of 
social interaction and participation.  
A supportive context involves working collaboratively with educators and learners 
reflecting on their experience, analysing their existing knowledge, exploring connections 
between experience and knowledge, and exchanging insights to arrive at their own 
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beliefs. Baxter Magolda (2001) clarified how the dynamics of mutual construction of 
meaning helped participants develop their own views and move toward self-authorship. It 
was found that mutuality and interdependence were necessary for genuine participation in 
mutual construction. Learners, who listened carefully, considered others’ perspectives 
and shared their own perspectives found their interactions to be more worthwhile.  
The qualitative study by Pizzolato (2003) examined changes in college students’ 
self-authoring ways of knowing. Using semi-structured interviews she focused on 35 
students, studying their precollege and early college experiences and conceptions of self. 
Using verbal prompts and probes she encouraged students to describe in detail the 
important experiences and how they processed them. Even though the study was based on 
a small sample size and retrospective, the findings showed that many of the students 
possessed self-authoring ways of knowing prior to college. The degree to which these 
ways of knowing developed was associated with what Pizzolato (2003) called 
provocative experiences: those that challenged student’s current ways of knowing and 
conceptions of self. Central to all of these experiences was a sense of “disequilibrium” 
(Pizzolato, 2003, p. 800), where students questioned the reliability and value of their 
decision-making ability. Pizzolato (2003) found that the degree to which students were 
self-authored depended on how they dealt with experiences that disrupted their 
equilibrium. Some students considered making changes or revising their goals others 
committed to new goals and/or values, each of which led to a different form of self-
authorship.  
The student’s background demographics were also a contributing factor to the 
degree of self-authorship identified in Pizzalato’s (2003) study. Pizzolato defined two 
subgroups within her sample based on degrees of privilege. High privilege students who 
were sports scholarship recipients did not have to resolve challenges related to 
experiences like how to pay or apply for college. The low privilege students had to 
independently source information and funds to secure enrolment. A lack of privilege 
meant that such students needed to use their resourcefulness to achieve their goals. It was 
necessary for them to develop a strong and internally defined sense of self to assist in 
overcoming these challenges. On the other hand, privileged students were less prepared 
for the role they were expected to play in order to maintain their possible college self. 
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They missed the opportunities for more developed self-authoring ways of knowing. 
Pizzolato (2003) found that the development of increasingly more advanced degrees of 
self-authorship (internal foundations) arose out of students’ processing of challenging 
experiences, interacting with others and constructing relationships with others.  
The findings from the study by Pizzolato (2003) have important implications for 
practice in VET and child care in general. They can be applied to high school students 
entering VET study for the first time or vocationally-trained child care practitioners who, 
with the current trend toward higher qualifications in child care are being encouraged 
more and more to enter university. At this stage they pursue this goal with little or no 
understanding of academia (Elliott, 2006). Krause (2006) argued that the transition to 
university can be a challenge, constituting a conflict of values, a challenge to one’s 
identity and a threat to familiar ways of knowing and doing. Although there is a 
recognised pathway between the VET Diploma of Children’s Services to a university 
degree in early childhood or primary teaching, Watson (2006a) found that students 
making this transition faced a range of difficulties. The most relevant to this research 
being the theoretical knowledge expected at university in contrast to the applied and 
vocational knowledge required at Technical and Further Education Institutes (TAFE) and 
the differences in teaching, learning and assessment styles at TAFE and university. 
Watson (2006a) reported in her findings that a frequent comment from early childhood 
course providers in universities regarding students who have entered the course with VET 
diplomas, was that they often had difficulty with the academic literacy requirements. 
Areas of concern which were cited included writing skills, developing arguments, self- 
directed critical reflection, research skills and the use of theoretical concepts to inform 
their practice.  
Pizzolato (2003) highlighted how student’s self-authoring ways of knowing appear 
to arise from their willingness to process provocative interpersonal experiences. These 
findings add support to the Learning Partnerships Model of Baxter Magolda (2001) in 
which students are assisted to move towards more self-authored beliefs, identities and 
relationships. It was evident in the findings of Pizzolato (2003) that the most helpful 
relationships in college were ones in which students were actively engaged to think about 
their possible selves and the implications of such an achievement.  
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3.6 Conclusion 
This research investigated the nature of the professional identities of child care 
practitioners as they transition from students in a vocational course to assistants or group 
leaders in long day child care centres. A qualified and committed early childhood 
workforce is integral in providing children with quality education and care. To develop a 
strong professional identity that will support professional participation in cohesive 
communities of practice within the broader social and political contexts, this thesis argues 
that child care practitioners need to have a strong self-authored professional identity. A 
professional identity based on self-authorship may provide practitioners with the skills to 
critically reflect and establish strong respectful and subjective partnerships with 
colleagues, parents and the community. 
This chapter has provided an overview of current perspectives and theories on the 
development and understanding of professional identity. Several key findings were 
outlined. The review of literature noted that studies on professional identity took two 
directions, either to identify the specific characteristics of professional identity or to 
understanding the formation and change of professional identity across time. The central 
characteristic that linked the studies reviewed was their reference to the influence of 
context on shaping professional identity. Various studies highlighted these social, 
political, economic, and cultural influences on professional identity. There was also 
general consensus that understanding the development of professional identity required 
recognition of the close connection between the capacity to reflect critically both 
individually on the self and in autonomous respectful relationships. Studies also 
highlighted the link between professional identity and a sense of agency in performing 
the professional role. The extensive research was also characterised by the diversity in the 
theoretical and methodological perspectives used. 
Literature emphasised that a sociocultural perspective on learning in the workplace 
underlines the importance of the collaborative social context of work and influence on 
individual learning and professional identity (Billett, 2001a; Kelly, 2006; Wenger, 1998). 
Studies also highlighted the importance of critical reflection in empowering child care 
practitioners to support quality pedagogical practice and develop stronger perceptions of 
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themselves as professionals (Brownlee et al., 2011). From the perspective of self-
authorship, this thesis contends that individual child care practitioner’s professional 
identity is constructed as a result of negotiation between the self and the immediate 
sociocultural context in which child care work is embedded, their communities of 
practice. Strong and clear perceptions of professional identity are likely to be realised 
when practitioners participate in cohesive communities of practice using their 
interpersonal skills to engage in collaboration. Opportunities to reflect critically on their 
practice both individually and collaboratively enable them to make connections between 
their personal and professional ideals and epistemology. Such critical reflection that 
involves self and others is the essence of self-authorship theory which is the theoretical 
framework used in this study to examine professional identity in child care practitioners.  
This review of literature has extended our understanding about the theory of self-
authorship (Baxter Magolda, 2001; Creamer & Laughlin, 2005) to provide 
understandings about the use of self-authorship as a potential new framework which may 
assist in the understanding of the professional identity of child care practitioners. From 
the search of literature it was established that there is no research to date, that has used 
self-authorship as a means to understand and promote professional identity through child 
care practitioners learning experiences in VET courses and their early career professional 
practice. An emphasis on self-authorship in sociocultural contexts may provide new 
understandings of how to promote professional identity with child care practitioners’.  
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Chapter 4 : Methodology and Research Design 
4.1 Introduction 
This research explores the growth of professional identity of 15 practitioners who were 
recruited into this study when they were studying for the Diploma of Children’s Services at a 
TAFE college. They were completing their vocational education course and preparing to move 
into professional work as child care practitioners. These 15 research participants were 
interviewed on two occasions, initially as students when they were completing one of their 
placements in their vocational course (Phase 1 of the research) and then, on average, 24 months 
later (Phase 2 of the research). In each research interview, the intent was to understand the nature 
of the epistemological knowledge that participants held about their professional work and their 
sense of identity with their profession as an educator of young children.  
The two research questions addressed in this research are:  
1. In what ways do child care students consider their professional role and identity and 
position themselves as educators of young children within the context of their 
vocational study? 
2. How do child care practitioners understand and negotiate their professional 
identities as they move from being vocational education students to work in child 
care contexts?  
The research uses self-authorship theory (Kegan, 1994) as a theoretical lens to explore how 
the professional identity of child care practitioners develops during their course of study and, 
then, the nature of their professional identity as they make the transition into their professional 
role. The nature of the participants’ epistemological, interpersonal, and intrapersonal beliefs, as 
dimensions of self-authorship theory, are investigated in each phase of the research and changes 
in beliefs are investigated as the participants move from being a student in the ECEC field to 
professional practice.  
This chapter outlines the research paradigm and how this along with the use of self-
authorship theory led to the adoption of a qualitative enquiry approach. The research context, 
design and characteristics of the participants will be described. The nature of the qualitative 
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research using interviews as the means of data collection will be discussed as well as the 
development of the interview questions. An overview of the approach to the analyses will be 
provided and ethical issues associated with the project will be discussed.  
4.2 Research Paradigm 
This research draws upon an interpretivist paradigm (Ponterotto, 2005; Schwandt, 1994). 
Within a paradigm, ontology refers to assumptions about the nature of reality while epistemology 
relates to assumptions about the relationship between the knower and the known. Epistemology is 
about the nature of knowledge, specifically how knowledge can be acquired, and the extent to 
which the subject can be known (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). An interpretivist paradigm involves an 
ontology which rejects the notion that there is an objective reality, aiming instead to understand 
the multiple social constructions of meaning and knowledge. As such, reality is constructed and 
situated within a historical moment and social context (Mertens, 2010). Such a view of ontology 
influences the epistemological foundations of an interpretivist paradigm. In essence the 
interpretivist epistemology is constructivist in nature and proposes that we construct concepts, 
models, and schemes to make sense of our experiences in social contexts. These concepts are 
interpreted, tested and modified in light of new experiences. Interpretations, however, are not 
constructed in isolation but rather in the context of historical and sociocultural conditions (Crotty, 
1998).  
An interpretivist paradigm often underpins qualitative research. Because this paradigm 
assumes that data, interpretations, and outcomes will be embedded in contexts with meanings 
varying from one participant to another (Rubin & Rubin, 2011), it is highly suited to qualitative 
methods. Researchers who work from an interpretivist paradigm acknowledge that knowledge 
emerges from achieving a deep understanding of the data and the context it is embedded in 
(Gubrium & Holstein, 2000). It is for this reason that qualitative methods with more personal and 
interactive modes of data collection, such as interviews, are predominantly used within this 
paradigm (Lincoln & Guba, 2000). There is also an assumed relationship between the researcher 
and participants (Mertens, 2010). 
This research was focused on developing an in-depth understanding of child care 
practitioners’ understandings of professional identity using self-authorship as a theoretical lens. 
Methodology and Research Design  68 
From an interpretivist perspective the objective of the study was to access a rich and detailed 
understanding of participants’ perceptions and negotiations of professional identity. For this 
reason, qualitative methods of inquiry were chosen to assist in understand the multiple social 
constructions of participants’ understandings. Pizzolato (2007) emphasised that qualitative 
methods provide rich descriptions of practices designed to support movement toward self-
authorship. One-on-one semi-structured interviews were used as the qualitative data collection 
instrument (O'Donoghue, 2007). In the interviews, the participants were encouraged to share their 
perceptions of their professional work and identity through their experiences and practices in 
child care training and later in the workplace. The use of interviews as a data collection method is 
explained in more detail later in this chapter.  
4.3 Research Context  
The participants in this research were drawn from students studying for a vocational 
qualification, the Diploma of Children’s Services. The students were enrolled at TAFE colleges 
in Brisbane, either as full-time or part-time students.  
In Australia, vocational education courses are delivered through the national competency-
based training framework mandated for vocational educational programs (Australian Department 
of Education Science and Training, 2006). Students can either study full-time or part-time for this 
qualification. Part-time students are most often already employed in a child care centre and hold a 
Certificate III in Children’s Services that provides students with a base qualification to work with 
young children. They may choose to upgrade to a diploma qualification voluntarily, but most 
often are enrolled to upgrade because of state regulatory requirements (Queensland Government, 
2012). These specify that a person who is employed as a group leader in a child care setting (i.e., 
having primary responsibility for a group of children on a daily basis) must be enrolled in a 
course of study to upgrade their qualification to diploma level.  
The Diploma of Children’s Services covers practitioners in children's services who are 
responsible for planning, implementing and managing programs in early childhood services, in 
accordance with licensing, accreditation and duty of care requirements. At this level practitioners 
have the responsibility for supervision of other staff and volunteers. In most states it is the 
highest qualification required at director or service manager level for children's service centre-
Methodology and Research Design  69 
based care (DEEWR, 2012b). Further study options include an Advanced Diploma of Children’s 
Services designed specifically for practitioners in children services who have supervisory and 
management responsibilities, including responsibilities for ensuring national and state regulations 
are met. Upon completion of the diploma or advanced diploma a further study pathway may 
include articulation into university study to complete a teaching qualification, such as the 
Bachelor of Education (Department of Education Training and Employment, 2013b). 
4.4 Research Design 
The data reported in this research is drawn from participants in a larger project that focused 
on the development of students’ personal epistemology for practice in early childhood 
classrooms, as the students progressed through a vocational education training course. The larger 
ARC funded project was titled: Improving outcomes for children in long day care: Investigating 
the relationship between professional training and personal epistemology. Thirty-eight students 
who were completing the Diploma of Children’s Services at two TAFE institutions in a large 
metropolitan city in Australia were initially recruited for this larger project and interviewed. Of 
these 38 students, 15 were followed up for a second interview, at an interval of approximately 24 
months after the first interview. This interval between Phase 1 and Phase 2 interviews provided 
sufficient time and opportunity for participants to establish themselves in their acquired roles and 
engage in professional practice. The research data reported for this thesis focuses on these 15 
participants.  
Two data phases are described for this research. Phase 1 involved a re-analysis of existing 
qualitative interview data which were collected for the interview conducted for the larger ARC 
funded project. Fifteen participants were then purposefully sampled from the participants in the 
larger study for the Phase 2 follow-up interviews. These 15 participants who were interviewed at 
Phase 2 were the only participants who had stayed within the early childhood field for work or 
further study, since their first interview, 24 months previously. Since completing their original 
study, the 15 participants had either moved into professional practice in child care centres on to 
further studies in university early childhood education courses. Of these 15 participants, 10 were 
full-time students at the initial recruitment in Phase 1, and 5 participants were part-time students 
at Phase 1.  
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4.5 Participants 
Phase 1 recruitment: Participants in Phase 1 collection of data were students who were 
completing their studies on a part-time basis while being employed in child care centres. A total 
of seven participants were recruited for the initial Phase 1 interviews. These students were 
interviewed in their workplace and observed in their interactions with colleagues and children. 
Photos of the students interacting with children were also used as prompts in the interview. To 
broaden the sample, students who were studying full-time without ongoing employment in a 
child care centre were also recruited for this phase. Presentations were made to full-time students 
at the participating TAFE colleges to inform students about the project during one of their 
lectures. Students were offered a $50 gift voucher as re-imbursement for their time and effort. 
They were asked to complete a consent form if they were interested in participating. An 
additional 31 students were recruited to participate in the study, bringing the total number of 
participants for Phase 1 to 38 students. These Phase 1 students were interviewed and observed 
during field placements. Each interview lasted from 40 to 60 minutes.  
Throughout this thesis, these respective groups are referred to as the full-time cohort 
(students studying full-time) and the part-time cohort (students studying part-time while working 
in child care). The two cohorts are made distinct in reporting the data due to their differing 
professional backgrounds, with the part-time cohort having had considerably more experience 
through their ongoing positions in the child care field. This provided different perspectives and 
insights into the work of a child care practitioner.  
Phase 2 recruitment: All 38 interviewees from the earlier study were contacted to 
participate in the Phase 2 (follow-up study). However, only those original participants who were 
still engaged in the ECEC field were interviewed. All participants were initially approached by 
phone. After ascertaining whether the individual was still engaged in the ECEC field, those who 
were so engaged were sent a package containing the project details and a consent form. A gift 
voucher of $50 was again offered to interviewed participants to reimburse them for their time and 
effort. Each interview lasted from 40 to 60 minutes. Interviews took place at a time and place 
most convenient to participants.  
For the follow-up interview, only 15 participants from the original sample of 38 had moved 
into professional practice or further early childhood study. One student had moved into study in 
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early childhood education at university. Discussion about her motivations for this move to higher 
education added a further perspective to the study. Five participants at Phase 2 were from the 
part-time student cohort at Phase 1 and 10 were from the full-time student cohort at Phase 1.  
Socio-demographics information on the sample of 15 participants, who are the focus of this 
research, is presented in Table 4.1 using pseudonyms. All participants were female and ranged in 
age from 19 to 40+ years. Mature-age participants were more likely to be in the part-time student 
cohort. They had considerably more experience than the full-time student cohort. Four of the five 
part-time participants have more than five years experience in child care work. The influence of 
experience will be considered in the analyses presented in Chapter 5. All participants had 
completed their Certificate III in Children’s services (n=15) when they moved into professional 
practice or further study. Most had completed their Diploma of Children’s Services (n=11). 
Three participants had completed their Advanced Diploma of Children’s Services and one had 
started a Bachelor of Education course at university. All had some experience working in long 
day child care centres since their Phase 1 interview. Most participants were Australian by birth 
(n=14), including one Indigenous participant. One participant was originally from the Philippines 
but had lived in Australia since 2006.  
 
Table 4.1. Socio-Demographics of the Research Sample 
Participant Age at 
Phase 2 
Qualifications Child care Experience 
Amanda  
P/T cohort  
40+  years Certificate III in Children’s Services 
Diploma of Children’s Services  
Advanced Diploma of Children’s Services  
Total - 12 years  
10 years group leader (current) 
Barbara  
P/T cohort 
40+ years Certificate III in Children’s Services 
Diploma of Children’s Services  
Total – 2.5 years 
2 years F/T group leader (current) 
Maria 
P/T cohort  
40+  years Certificate III in Children’s Services 
Diploma of Children’s Services  
Currently studying Advanced Diploma (P/T) 
Total - 18 years  
16 years assistant position 
2 years F/T group leader (current)  
Wendy  
P/T cohort 
26 years Certificate III in Children’s Services 
Diploma of Children’s Services 
Total - 6 years  
2 years F/T group leader (currently 
on maternity leave) 
Laura 
P/T cohort  
 
42 years Certificate III in Children’s Services 
Diploma of Children’s Services  
Enrolled to commence Bachelor of Education 
(Early Childhood) (F/T)  
Total - 6 years 
F/T group leader (current) 
Chelsea 
F/T cohort  
19 years Certificate III in Children’s Services 
Currently studying Diploma of Children’s 
Services (P/T) 
Total – 1 year  
F/T assistant position (current) 
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Marilyn 
F/T cohort  
19 years Certificate III in Children’s Services 
Diploma of Children’s Services 
Total - 1 year 
F/T group leader (current)  
Keane 
F/T cohort 
27 years Certificate III in Children’s Services 
Currently studying Diploma of Children’s 
Services (P/T) 
Total - 1 year 
7 months as an assistant (current) 
Janice 
F/T cohort 
19 years Certificate III in Children’s Services 
Diploma of Children’s Services  
Total - 2 years  
F/T assistant position(current) 
Sharleen  
F/T cohort 
25 years Degree in IT in the Philippines 
Certificate III in Children’s Services 
Diploma of Children’s Services 
Total - 1 year 
1 year P/T group leader. (current) 
Fiona 
F/T cohort  
19 years Certificate III in Children’s Services 
Diploma of Children’s Services 
Advanced Diploma of Children’s Services 
Total - 1 year  
F/T group leader (current) 
Helen 
F/T cohort 
23 years Certificate III in Children’s Services 
Diploma of Children’s Services 
Total - 3 years 
2.5 years group leader (currently on 
maternity leave)  
Sonia  
F/T cohort 
19 years Certificate III in Children’s Services 
Diploma of Children’s Services. 
Currently studying Bachelor of Education 
(Special Education) 
Total - 2 years 
Assistant position in special 
education school (current) 
Judith 
F/T cohort  
22 years Certificate III in Children’s Services 
Diploma of Children’s Services 
Advanced Diploma of Children’s Services 
Total - 2 years 
F/T assistant position (current) 
Alice 
F/T cohort 
21 years Certificate III in Children’s Services 
Currently studying Diploma of Children’s 
Services (P/T) 
Total - 2 years 
Casual group leader (current) 
Note: P/T = part-time position; F/T = full-time position 
4.6 Interviews as a Data Collection Method 
Obtaining rich data is a key goal in a qualitative study and most likely to be obtained from 
interview data. The objective of this study was to access a rich and detailed understanding of the 
perceptions that participants had about their professional self. Flick (2009) suggested that 
participants’ viewpoints are more likely to be expressed in flexible interview situations. One-on-
one, semi-structured interviews were used as the data collection tool in both Phase 1 and Phase 2. 
The flexibility of semi-structured interviews facilitates rapport with participants and allows for 
the accommodation of participants’ views and perspectives, while also allowing the interviewer 
to give some direction to ensure that the objectives for the research can be met (Smith, 2008). 
Although pre-determined questions are typically used in semi-structured interviews, such 
questions are generally open-ended (Ryan, Coughlan, & Cronin, 2009). This provides the 
researcher with the freedom to adapt the order and wording of the questions depending on the 
direction of the interview. The flexibility of semi-structured interviews provides opportunities to 
seek clarity and explore issues that arise spontaneously, allowing the researcher to reflect on new 
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directions raised by the interviewees that may not have initially been considered (Doody & 
Noonan, 2013).  
In interviews, a degree of trust and warmth is desirable and needs to be built (Gillham, 
2005). Smith (2008) described the role of the interviewer in semi-structured interviews as being a 
facilitator and guide rather than to dictate exactly what will happen during the interview. He also 
emphasised that the chain of connection between participants’ responses and their emotional state 
is complicated. People often struggle to express what they are thinking and feeling and might not 
always be comfortable with too much self-disclosure. For this reason great care was taken to 
promote a comfortable and casual atmosphere during the interview session. Baumbusch (2010) 
emphasised that an interview is a social interaction and the conduct and manner of the researcher 
are important in the achievement of active participation. It also should be noted that what is said 
in interviews is actively created and constructed through the interview process. Dexter (2006) 
proposed that research interviews are a form of social relationship with both interviewer and 
participant bringing personal and social identities to the relationship. This relationship may have 
a bearing on the tone and content of the interview and may consequently contribute to the 
construction of knowledge. 
Each of the interviews in this research were structured in a similar manner and guided by a 
pre-determined interview protocol (Rubin & Rubin, 2011). Each interview commenced with 
introductions, discussion about the interview process, the participants’ qualifications, experience, 
and general demographics. As all interviews were audio-recorded, the participants were informed 
that at any time if they wished to stop and reflect on questions they were able to do so. If they 
were unable to answer a question it was revisited again later. As detailed in the presentation of 
interview questions in Appendix 1, probes or conversational prompts were used to assist the 
participants to clarify and expand their ideas (Barriball & While, 1994; Baxter Magolda & King, 
2007). Because some of the students were nervous about their ability to answer questions and had 
little prior experience with interviews, all interviewees were e-mailed the set of interview 
questions prior to the interview. This opportunity to reflect on the interview questions was well 
received. As noted by Rubin and Rubin (2011) interviewees can benefit from the opportunity to 
preview interview questions. 
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Interviews as a data collection method generate in-depth, thick, contextual reconstructions 
of participants’ experiences and their interpretations of these experiences. They facilitate 
exploration beyond the superficial layers of participants social realities to gain insights into the 
phenomenon of interest (Schultze & Avital, 2011). Ponterotto (2006) emphasised the importance 
of the researcher’s understanding and clear description of the context under which the described 
social actions took place. “Thick description” (p. 542), he suggested, captures the thoughts and 
feelings of participants as well as the complexity of relationships within the social context. For 
the purpose of gaining thick description, at the beginning of each Phase 2 interview, it was first 
established what the participants had done since completing their vocational study and what has 
been the motivation for their choices. This conversation provided detailed first hand descriptions 
of the participants’ experiences and the contexts of their past and current study and work 
experiences.  
4.7  Reflexivity 
Horsburgh (2003) suggested that reflexivity, is the “active acknowledgement” by the 
researcher that one’s own actions and decisions will inevitably impact upon the meaning and 
context of the experience under investigation (p.309). It is a valuable measure used in qualitative 
research to assist in identifying the potential effects of the researchers’ philosophy; beliefs, 
feelings, and personal experience on the research process and outcomes. While familiarity may 
facilitate more in-depth understandings of participants’ perceptions and interpretations in a 
manner that is impossible in the absence of such experience, the researcher needs to focus on the 
role of the self in the creation of knowledge with the careful monitoring of the impact of potential 
biases on their research (Berger, 2013). Consideration of such may enhance the accuracy of the 
research and the credibility of the findings (Carolan, 2003; Porter, 1993).  
As detailed in Section 1.5, Personal Position of the Researcher, central to my interest in the 
professional identity of child care practitioners is my experience as an ECEC director over the 
last decade. My personal beliefs, feelings and experience developed over my career although 
valuable during the interview process I was mindful of potential bias. I was conscious of how I 
posed questions and the possible unconscious filtering of information gathered from participants 
thus shaping the findings and conclusions of the research. These potentially biases were 
monitored through on-going critical self-evaluation and double coding (Miles & Huberman, 
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1994) with my supervisors, which is discussed in detail in Section 4.11, Quality in the Analysis. 
My conscious and deliberate effort to identify and explicate the effects of these personal and 
contextual biases enhanced both the quality and reliability of the study.  
4.8 Interview Questions 
The interview questions were adapted from Creamer and Laughlin (2005) and drawn from 
previous work by Brownlee and colleagues (Brownlee & Berthelsen, 2006, 2008; Brownlee et 
al., 2004; Brownlee, Walker, Lennox, Exley, & Pearce, 2009). These research studies had strong 
theoretical bases in the theories of personal epistemology (Hofer, 1994; Hofer & Pintrich, 1997; 
King & Kitchener, 1994).  
After reconsideration of the original interview data for the project: Improving outcomes for 
children in long day care: Investigating the relationship between professional training and 
personal epistemology, it was clear that the links between self-authorship growth and 
professional identity warranted further investigation. As detailed in Appendix 1, both Phase 1 and 
Phase 2 questions, were designed to assess the different dimensions of self-authorship. Phase 1 
questions had a focus on professional beliefs, personal learning, and self-authorship; while Phase 
2 probed more deeply into the participants’ perceptions of their professional identity. There was 
some variation in interview questions between the two Phase 1 cohorts, part-time and full-time 
students, so that questions accommodated the differing contexts of field placements for the full-
time students and the workplace contexts of the part-time students; although all essential aspects 
of self-authorship were addressed for both cohorts.  
As illustrated in Appendix 1, interview questions have been organised into four areas: 
children’s learning, personal learning, self-authorship, including the three dimensions: personal 
epistemology, interpersonal, and intrapersonal, and professional identity. Questions about 
children’s learning reflect participants’ values and personal philosophy about early childhood 
education practice. Questions about personal learning provided insights into the degree to which 
the participants were critically reflecting and evaluating their own and others’ practice. Self-
authorship questions provided understandings about participants’ perceived expectations of 
parents, advisors, and others in authority.  
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In a question adapted from Pizzolato’s (2005) study, using self-authorship to examine 
students’ narratives about self-selected important decisions, Cohort 2 full-time students were 
asked to provide a scenario regarding a difficult situation. They were encouraged to comment on 
how they managed the situation. The part-time student cohort were not asked this question since 
their experience in child care was limited. Instead, a specific scenario was presented to asses all 
three dimensions of self-authorship. The situation required participants’ views on their own role 
in the decision making, illustrating their internally defined goals and professional beliefs and 
values.  
 
4.9  Observations and Digital Photographs as a Data Collection Tool 
Observation is a technique which involves gathering data through the researcher watching 
and documenting the behaviour and the context of the subject under study. Observations can be 
used to clarify or supplement data derived from participant interviews. Data from observations 
can be used to shed light on the meaning of participants’ comments. They are also a tool used to 
source contextual information about the participants’ environment.(Polkinghorne, 2005). 
Observational data were collected for Phase 1 of this study. Students interactions with children 
and centre staff were observed during one of their centre based field placements. The context of 
the students’ placement was also noted. This data were recorded in the form of field notes and 
were attached to the transcribed interviews to support the data to be analysed.  
Digital photos were used to elicit students’ thinking about practice in the Phase 1 
stimulated recall interviews. Photos were taken while they were being observed in their 
interactions. Schwartz (1989) proposed that the use of photos as a stimulus averts the strangeness 
of an interview with interviewees responding to photographs with little hesitation. The use of 
“photo elicitation” (p.74) over the use of questioning alone evokes a deeper consciousness and 
understanding. This also has a physical basis with exchanges based on words alone utilising less 
of the brain’s capacity than visual representation (Harper, 2002). 
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4.10 Data Analysis 
Phase 1 data analysis: This involved a re-analysis of the existing qualitative interview and 
observation data that were collected for the larger ARC funded project. These existing data were 
re-analysed with a specific focus on the 15 students’ perceptions of their professional identity 
during their vocational study and child care field placements, using self-authorship theory as an 
analytic framework. Through understandings of the students’ self-authorship and their 
developing personal beliefs about practice it was possible to attain insights into how they were 
developing and negotiating their sense of professional identity in the context of their vocational 
study. Observation data were used to provide contextual information with reference to the 
environment. This data were also used to clarify or confirm situations and surroundings described 
by participants in their interviews. 
Phase 2 data analysis: This follow-up interview with the 15 participants who had 
participated in the earlier Phase 1 interviews, had a strong focus on participants’ professional 
identity as they moved into practice in long day child care centres or onto further study to 
upgrade their early childhood qualifications.  
Qualitative analysis is an interrogation process in which descriptions are generated, 
explanations developed and links in ideas made within, and across, the narratives of the 
participants (Glesne, 1999). A range of meanings may be generated in the analysis because 
researchers bring their own focus and perspectives. A primary goal of the analysis was to create 
substantive patterns of thinking from the participants’ responses in focal areas and the grouping 
of these ideas into thematic units (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The analytic process in this research 
was informed by the theoretical frame of self-authorship and its three dimensions: personal 
epistemology, interpersonal, and intrapersonal development (Baxter Magolda, 2001). These 
dimensions were used as a guide to identify and connect emergent themes within the data.  
The self-authorship dimensions are broadly defined for this research as follows:  
 Personal epistemology: The extent to which child care practitioners espouse increasing 
focus on knowledge as constructed and their capacity to engage critically in the analysis 
of other perspectives.  
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 Interpersonal skills: The extent to which child care practitioners are able to engage 
effectively with colleagues, parents, and children. 
 Intrapersonal identity: The intrapersonal understandings that child care practitioners 
have in relation to their professional role as they become increasingly less reliant on 
others in determining their professional beliefs.  
The re-analysis of Phase 1 interview data and the analysis of Phase 2 data involved three 
specific stages: preparation, organisation, and presentation. As illustrated in Table 4.2, 
preparation involved the transcription and review of participant interviews ensuring accuracy and 
facilitating data immersion. Notes were used against transcripts to guide the identification of 
preliminary thematic patterns within the data, as informed by the three dimensions of self-
authorship theory. Data were organised through the development of a spreadsheet with the 
patterns of responses to specific interview questions so that the commonalities and variations in 
responses could be identified across participants. Both inductive and deductive coding schemes 
were utilised in the analysis of the data.  
Deductive content analysis is generally used when the structure of analysis is developed on 
the basis of previous knowledge and data are coded according to existing patterns or categories 
(Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). In an inductive development of participants’ patterns of thinking the 
patterns and names for patterns generally flow from the data with researchers immersing 
themselves in the data, allowing new insights to emerge (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). Kondracki, 
Wellman, and Amundson (2002) emphasise that inductive and deductive approaches to coding 
are not mutually exclusive suggesting that application of both approaches provides opportunities 
to refine existing categories, creating new variables.   
Methodology and Research Design  79 
Table 4.2. Analytic Presentation: Adapted from Ayres, Kavanaugh, and Knafl (2003) 
Coding  Analytical 
Strategy 
Analytical 
Focus 
Documentation Outcome Verification 
Inductive  Open-minded 
immersion in all 
interviews 
looking for 
statements about 
professional 
identity 
Within all 
cases 
Notes made on  
transcripts  
A broad sense of 
participants 
acknowledgement 
and understanding 
of professional 
identity 
 
 
Deductive 
and 
inductive  
Immersion in 
each interview 
Identify and 
critically reflect 
on statements that 
relate to pre-
defined personal 
epistemological 
patterns of 
thinking 
Within 
each case 
Statements 
specific to 
personal 
epistemology 
recorded on 
spreadsheet 
Confirm or refine 
pre-determined 
patterns of thinking 
Double 
coding with 
supervisors 
Inductive Immersion in 
each interview 
using self-
authorship as a 
theoretical lens. 
Within 
each case 
Notes made on 
transcript 
Identify significant 
individual 
statements that are 
not defined within 
pre-determined 
patterns of thinking 
 
Double 
coding with 
supervisors 
Inductive Comparison of 
significant 
statements 
Across 
cases 
Statements 
recorded on 
spreadsheets 
Identify statements 
common to all 
participants 
 
Double 
coding with 
supervisors 
Inductive Reflect critically 
on comparison of 
statements using 
self-authorship as 
a theoretical lens 
Across 
and within 
cases 
Statements 
recorded on 
spreadsheet 
Generate and name 
new patterns of 
thinking 
Double 
coding with 
supervisors 
 
As highlighted in Table 4.2 above, analysis of data initially involved coding of patterns of 
thinking that were generated from previous research by (Brownlee, Berthelsen, Dunbar, Boulton-
Lewis, & McGahey, 2008). In this research, participants’ personal epistemology was coded using 
the pre-existing patterns of Brownlee et al. (2008): practical implementation, practical reflection, 
practical evaluativism, and complex evaluativism. This initial analytic presentation also identified 
new key themes and subthemes in the data around the two other dimensions of self-authorship 
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theory, interpersonal and intrapersonal development. New patterns of thinking were generated 
within these dimensions. In the analysis of Phase 2 data further themes were identified and new 
insights emerged allowing self-authorship and professional identity patterns to be refined.  
This systematic analysis involved a constant comparative analytic approach (Boeije, 2002; 
Harding, 2013; Hewitt-Taylor, 2001), where data are coded into emergent themes and constantly 
revisited until no new themes emerge (Hewitt-Taylor, 2001). This involved identifying the 
patterns and themes in vocabulary, terminology, recurring topics, activities, meanings and 
feelings that relate to the three dimensions of self-authorship. Ayres, Kavanaugh, and Knafl 
(2003) highlighted the importance of developing an interpretation of data that reflects each 
individual experience and applies equally well across all of the accounts that constitute the data 
set. Within-case analysis alerts the investigator to the presence of key elements and across-case 
analysis identifies uniqueness and commonalities across individuals. As highlighted in Table 4.2, 
to accomplish this goal it was necessary to make sense of each individual case and then compare 
across cases to identify themes that were common to all participants’ accounts.  
Data are presented in the subsequent chapters through verbatim quotations drawn from the 
interview text. This approach provided illustrations of patterns of thinking and deepened 
understanding of the data, as proposed by (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Using the spoken word of 
participants illustrates the strength of participants’ views and depth of their feelings. It illuminates 
and clarifies the linkages which participants make between experiences in their practice and personal 
beliefs. Verbatim quotations also provide a lens through which readers can make their judgements 
on the nature and quality of the interpretations (Corden & Sainsbury, 2005, 2006). As well, every 
attempt has been made to explain the data analytic process with sufficient detail so that the 
interpretative process is clear and that others could use the same processes to arrive at similar 
conclusions. Self-authorship literature was referred to regularly in order to inform the 
interpretation of interview data. This assisted in ensuring verification of the analytic processes. 
During this process the emerging patterns were continuously questioned and challenged while 
searching for other plausible explanations of the data (Marshall & Rossman 1989). 
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4.11 Quality in the Analyses 
Any research process has limitations. These frequently relate to the scope of the research 
that is possible in any time frame and the resources available for the conduct of the research. This 
research is limited by the number of participants sampled as well as the degree of engagement 
with the participants that was possible. It is also recognised that some participants may be more 
highly motivated and have stronger opinions on the interview topic than other participants. 
Sampling in qualitative research is concerned with balance between gathering sufficient rich data 
and the number of participants required to ensure this. Sampling size also depends on the nature 
of the topic on which sufficient informants can be accessed and the resources available (Dworkin, 
2012). Bertaux (1981) recommended that 15 interviewees is the smallest acceptable sample size 
in qualitative research. Bowen (2008) argued that sampling size relates to saturation. Saturation is 
reached when all data can be coded into a category and no new themes emerge from collection of 
new data. It has also been argued that the adequate sample size is one that enables valid 
inferences to be made about the population and from which the research question can be 
sufficiently answered (Marshall, 1996).  
There are issues for this study about the generalisability of the findings. Generalisability is 
influenced by the selection of the participants whose experiences, past and present, may not 
necessarily reflect the broader population. This is significant in regards to this study when 
considering the diversity in sociocultural and socioeconomic backgrounds of the practitioners in 
the child care field. Qualitative research however is less focused on the generalisation of findings 
and more focused on understanding the meaning of the phenomena being investigated, as 
described by the particular research participants (Marshall, 1996; Polkinghorne, 2005). Because 
the goal of qualitative research is enriching the understanding of an experience, it needs to select 
fertile exemplars of the experience for study. Such selections are purposeful and sought out; the 
selection should not be random or left to chance. The concern is not how much data were 
gathered or from how many sources but whether the data that were collected are sufficiently rich 
to bring refinement and clarity to understanding an experience. The purposive selection of data 
sources involves choosing people or documents from which the researcher can substantially learn 
about the experience (Uprichard, 2013). Purposive sampling is a non-probability sampling 
technique that conforms to certain criteria (Lucas, 2014). In non-probability sampling, cases are 
sampled to extend and deepen existing knowledge about the sample itself (Uprichard, 2013).  
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Whether quantitative or qualitative research methods are used, rigor is a desired goal that is 
met through specific reliability and validity strategies. Merriam (2009) emphasised that validity 
in qualitative research does not carry the same connotations as in quantitative research so it is 
acknowledged that qualitative findings may be subject to other interpretations; nor is validity a 
necessary companion to reliability in qualitative research, as in quantitative research. Reliability 
in qualitative research is about consistency of judgement as interpretations are made. Reliability, 
in a limited way, is checked through identifying consistent patterns or themes that are generated 
across respondents participating in the research and that independent coding may be used to 
check and verify themes in the data. 
It is important in qualitative research that the researcher documents and reports the 
procedures for categorisation of the data and how those procedures were applied consistently. A 
widely used strategy for verifying findings and ensuring reliability in qualitative analyses is 
through double coding (Miles & Huberman, 1994). This technique requires different individuals 
to independently analyse the raw data. Judgements and interpretations can be compared and 
findings reviewed until agreement is reached (Boyatzis, 1998). Ideas drawn from prominent 
qualitative researchers Boyatzis (1998); Flick (1998) and Silverman (2013) have informed the 
analytic strategies in this study, including double coding 60% of data with my research 
supervisors through which patterns and interpretations were compared until general consensus 
about primary themes in the data were reached. This is a method of ensuring credible findings by 
establishing agreement through discussion (Åkerlind, 2005). 
Morse, Barrett, Mayan, Olson, and Spiers (2008) referred to verification as a means to 
ensure reliability and validity and, thus, the rigor of a study. Verification is the process used to 
move back and forth between research design and implementation to ensure congruence among 
question formulation, literature, recruitment, data collection strategies, and analysis. The use of 
these verification strategies between interviews and study phases ensured data were 
systematically checked, focus was maintained, and the fit of data and the conceptual work of 
analysis and interpretation were constantly monitored and confirmed. This process assists the 
researcher in identifying at what point to continue, stop or modify the research process in order to 
achieve reliability and validity and ensure rigor. 
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4.12  Ethical Issues Associated with the Research. 
Ethics approval has been obtained through the QUT Human Research Ethics Committee. 
All participants in this project are volunteers and were made aware that they could withdraw from 
the study at any time without penalty. An information package including consent form was given 
to each participant. This is presented in Appendix 2. Consent forms for all interviews have been 
obtained. Strict confidentiality has been maintained at all times. All transcripts have been de-
identified and documentation is kept locked in a filing cabinet.  
Social researchers need to take into account the effects of the research on participants. One 
needs to preserve the dignity and identify the needs and expectations of participants (Cohen, 
Manion, & Morrison, 2007, 2013; Wiles, Crow, Heath, & Charles, 2008). Ethical consideration 
protects the risk of harm to participants and is paramount during the recruitment and interviewing 
of participant’s and the analysis of data (Jones, Torres, & Arminio, 2013). Informed consent 
offers information to the participants about the nature and the purpose of the research and the 
risks and benefits of involvement (Cohen et al., 2013). As stated previously many of the original 
participants were not comfortable in an interview situation. At the beginning of each interview, 
participants were reassured that their responses were reflections on their beliefs and therefore 
would not be judged as wrong or right. 
4.13 Conclusions 
This research investigates the growth of professional identity of 15 students from their first 
participation in this research as students studying for the Diploma of Children’s Services, to 
participation in a second interview conducted approximately 24 months after their initial 
interview. In this chapter, the research context, design and characteristics of the participants have 
been described. Additionally, the nature of the interviews conducted with the participants was 
explained in depth and the approach to the data analysis and quality of the research was 
discussed.  
The research uses self-authorship theory as a theoretical lens to explore how the 
professional identity of child care practitioners develops during their course of study and, as they 
make the transition into their professional role as a qualified practitioner. This qualitative 
research was focused on developing an in-depth understanding of a central phenomenon, of 
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professional identity. In each research interview, the intent was to understand the nature of the 
epistemological knowledge that participants held about their professional work and their sense of 
professional identity as an educator of young children. Through interviews, the participants were 
encouraged to share their perceptions of their professional identity through their experiences and 
practices in child care training and later in the workplace.  
This qualitative research may assist in the development of a greater understanding of child 
care practitioners’ perceptions of professional identity. As a qualitative study, the richness of the 
interview data will help to provide important insights into the development of professional 
identity in child care practitioners and inform further research in this field of knowledge. 
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Chapter 5 : Professional Identity of Students Completing Child 
care Practitioner Training  
5.1 Introduction 
This chapter addresses the first of two research questions that are considered in this 
research. The research question addressed is: In what ways do child care students consider their 
professional role and identity and position themselves as educators of young children within the 
context of their vocational study? 
The analysis of data is informed by self-authorship theory which was described in Chapter 
3. This theory has three dimensions that are the foci for the analyses. These dimensions reflect 
practitioners’ ability to construct and evaluate knowledge claims in context (personal 
epistemology); to genuinely consider other perspectives without being consumed by them 
(interpersonal), and to construct an internal sense of self separate but sensitive to internal factors 
(intrapersonal).  
The data analysed in this chapter were collected through interviews and observations of 15 
students enrolled in a vocational education course at a TAFE institution in Queensland. Interview 
questions are presented in Appendix 1. The students were enrolled in the Diploma of Children’s 
Services at the time of the interview and were completing their field placement in a long day 
child care centre. The students were either studying full-time completing their field placement at 
a centre organised by their TAFE institution or were studying part-time completing their 
placement in their place of employment, already holding a child care practitioner position.  
The data were analysed through a thematic analytic approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006) using 
a constant comparative method (Boeije, 2002; Harding, 2013; Hewitt-Taylor, 2001). The goal of 
the analyses, as discussed in Chapter 4, was to identify patterns of thinking within the data that 
reflected elements of the three self-authorship dimensions. The term pattern of thinking is 
employed to emphasise the variable characteristics which could be held by a participant on each 
of the self-authorship dimensions. This chapter identifies and discusses the different patterns of 
thinking evident in the participants’ self-authorship development during their child care studies. 
Analysis highlighted that the dynamic interplay between the three self-authorship dimensions, 
Professional Identity of Students Completing Child Care Training 86 
provided insights into how the 15 child care students were negotiating and understanding 
themselves as emerging early childhood practitioners. 
5.2  Patterns of Thinking on the Dimensions of Self-Authorship 
Through a thematic analysis of the Phase 1 interview transcripts, a summary of the patterns 
of thinking that emerged from the analyses in this chapter are presented in Figure 5.1. The 
definitions of each of these different patterns of thinking are presented in the sections in which 
the different dimensions are discussed. Data indicated that for some participants their journey 
toward self-authorship is not a simple path and different patterns of thinking emerge across 
dimensions. This is in line with the ideas of (Baxter Magolda, 2010, p. 28) who indicated that 
patterns of growth across the three interconnected dimensions can vary. Her findings suggested 
that participants seemed to “default” to different dimensions depending on personal and 
contextual dynamics. Evolution of practitioners’ self-authorship growth is influenced by the 
sociocultural contexts in which individuals are embedded at any period in their life and these 
sociocultural influences on thinking are evident in how the students discuss their professional 
role.  
 
Figure 5.1. Patterns of Thinking in Dimensions of Self-authorship that Emerged from Phase 1 
Data. 
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During the interviews, 15 students were interviewed and observed at their child care 
workplace or during their field placement. In the analyses, references are made to these contexts 
because what is occurring in that context impacts on how students view their future role. This 
sociocultural approach to the analysis emphasises how the social and cultural milieu influences 
students thinking about themselves and their role.  
For each participant, their patterns of thinking in relation to the self authorship dimensions 
are illustrated through excerpts from the interviews at Phase 1 when the students were completing 
their professional training. The data provide insights about the students’ understanding of their 
professional roles and their evolving sense of their professional identity. The dimensions of self-
authorship and patterns of thinking that emerged from the data will now be described. 
5.3 Patterns of Thinking - Personal Epistemology Dimension 
The extent to which child care practitioners espouse increasing focus on knowledge as 
constructed and their capacity to engage in the analysis of other perspectives is the basis of their 
personal epistemology (Creamer & Laughlin, 2005). Personal epistemology interview questions 
were designed to reflect students’ views about knowledge and knowing. Within the personal 
epistemological dimension, the self-authored practitioner is a person who believes knowledge is 
uncertain and judges its worth in light of evidence relevant to the context. Internal belief systems 
are developed through actively evaluating, interpreting and constructing knowledge. Knowledge 
is constructed by weighing up multiple perspectives with a belief that knowledge is personally 
constructed, but evidence based thus allowing less reliance on experts (Creamer & Laughlin, 
2005). Baxter Magolda (2007) proposed that the personal epistemology dimension reflecting the 
ability to see cognitive complexity in any aspect of our lives is the foundation that underlies the 
other dimensions, encompassing both intrapersonal and interpersonal development.  
Three main patterns of thinking within the personal epistemological dimension became 
apparent from the analysis of Phase 1 data. These identified patterns are driven by a theoretical 
conceptualisation adapted from an earlier study by (Brownlee et al., 2011). The patterns are 
described as practical implementation - individuals believe that there is only one right way to do 
things and this right way is followed without question; practical reflection - personal learning is 
based on trial and error; and practical evaluativism - when a more informed evidence-based 
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approach to practice is beginning to develop. These three patterns are illustrated in Figure 5.2 and 
are explored in detail through participants’ illustrative quotes in the following section.  
 
Figure 5.2. Patterns of Thinking for the Personal Epistemology Dimension 
 
5.3.1 Practical Implementation  
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Well, my teachers have taught us like what you do in this sort of situation. My group 
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guided me into the correct decision, yeah. (Janice) 
Data suggest that Janice holds an absolutist view of knowledge in which she looks for the 
correct answer. This is reflected in the above quote and is characteristic of practical 
implementation patterns of thinking. She accepts the group leader’s “correct decision” with no 
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(Kuhn & Weinstock, 2002). This excerpt suggests a dependence on the knowledge of others 
which is linked directly to the interpersonal dimension which will be explored further later.  
5.3.2 Practical Reflection  
At Phase 1 the most common pattern of thinking identified within the personal 
epistemological dimension was practical reflection. As illustrated in Figure 5.2, eight of these 
participants were full-time students and four participants were part-time students. The focus on 
practical personal epistemology which was evident in the previous pattern was also described in 
this one. The difference between the first two categories related to how the students processed the 
practical information. In the previous pattern, Janice, a full-time student, did not reflect on her 
practical knowledge; it was merely implemented. In this practical reflection pattern of thinking, 
participants like Barbara, a part-time student, talked about implementing an observed strategy 
and then reflecting on the success of the strategy. Participant’s sometimes referred to this as trial 
and error. Based on her reflection, Barbara makes decisions about further strategies to be trialled.  
We just use them (ideas) you know if you’ve read somewhere you know I would 
discuss with my director saying I've found this source of information and opinion 
within child care I would like to use it within my program. Do you think that’s 
acceptable? And I would do it that way. If it's run in cohesion with the Child 
Practices Guide regulations and then I would trial and error it within the program. 
We will trial it out, if it doesn’t work, we try something else.  Actually that’s the way I 
would do it. (Barbara)  
The use of trial and error was observed in a number of the student’s placement and work 
centres as part of the workplace culture. It is based on a traditional planning cycle in which you 
observe, plan, implement then evaluate. Trial and error is this cycle in its simplest form. 
Barbara’s quote above also highlights her reliance on ‘experts’ to verify the validity of her 
decisions. She used the opinion of her director and other resources to determine if her decision 
was appropriate prior to implementation. This use of the opinions of others is common in this 
practical reflection pattern of thinking and again illustrated in Sharleen’s quote below. 
They’ve got experience. (TAFE teachers) They’ve been and done what we’re doing 
now and they’ve seen a lot, so by them giving their opinions, it’s not always the same 
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as what I would have done.  That’s why it’s their opinion and the fact that I can 
reflect on it and take away and I can say, well what works for them, it might not work 
for me but I’m still going to give it a try anyway. (Sharleen) 
We see above that Sharleen, a part-time student, is open to new ideas and opinions but is 
not bound by them. She will reflect on these perspectives and trial them before coming to a 
decision. It is also clear from Sharleen’s comment that personal beliefs (intrapersonal dimension) 
are important in the process of constructing practical knowledge. Knowledge it would seem does 
not need to be supported by evidence either practical or theoretical. 
5.3.3 Practical Evaluativism  
As illustrated in Figure 5.2, one student, from each cohort was categorised as having 
practical evaluativist beliefs at Phase 1. In the previous two patterns, the capacity to engage in 
reflection distinguished practical implementation from practical reflection, with reflection 
typically taking place after a strategy was implemented. In the third pattern, participants with 
practical evaluativistic beliefs like Laura below, talked about reflecting on and weighing up 
different practical strategies from a variety of sources rather than just trialling one strategy.  
I always try to take the positive aspects of other people’s opinions and try and relate 
it to my situation. I will think about it and maybe jot down some notes and maybe 
different strategies on different ways I can approach whatever situation it may be. In 
the end I’ll usually do it my way and then I will reflect on that, my own personal 
practice, and gauge from that whether that worked or not and then I will probably 
ask say my director or other people what they feel or how I could have changed it. So 
that I’ve got not just my perspective but how other people would see that also.  So I 
can gauge whether I might have been wrong or I may not have done – I could have 
done something a bit differently that might have worked better. (Laura) 
Laura above is evaluating multiple strategies prior to implementing her own strategy. In 
taking notes and weighing up possible alternatives she is seeking an informed opinion. In her 
reflection of the success of the strategy she seeks the perspective of others. Laura’s comment also 
suggests that as a student she may still rely on the assertion of her colleagues to reassure her that 
her decision is correct.  
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In Judith’s quote below she identifies a shift in her personal epistemology since starting 
TAFE.  
I guess it’s the hands-on experience, not just the written knowledge of what to expect 
and to learn and what to know within child care, but the hands-on learning. We go 
out to the field and we practise what we know and what we’ve learnt and I guess 
there’s really a lot of different ways of doing things as well. Like when I first started 
the course I thought there must only be a certain few ways but different lecturers, 
different teachers, everyone has their different ways of doing things and I think it’s 
really important to see this and to also compare what would suit you as a carer. I 
think I’ve learnt that from this course, picked up a lot of good information from this 
course and our lecturers, particularly about the development of children and we 
can’t always expect children to be a certain level and you have to accept their own 
ways and their own learning process.(Judith) 
Judith’s comment suggests knowledge has become less certain for her. She is more open to 
the different interpretations of her lecturers and relates these interpretations to her personal 
beliefs as a carer. This shift in understandings about knowledge is a key progression in personal 
epistemological development (King & Kitchener, 1994). This pattern of thinking is characteristic 
of the practical evaluativistic pattern of thinking and highlights the importance of epistemological 
beliefs in the development of a sense of self (Brownlee et al., 2011). Judith’s’ comments suggest 
that her sense of self (intrapersonal development) is characterised by her growing ability to 
personally construct knowledge.  
5.3.4 Summary 
These findings seem to be consistent with previous research by (Brownlee et al., 2011) 
which propose that current VET needs to emphasise greater standards of knowledge, skills and 
their application, thus facilitating critical reflection and engagement with complex ideas. 
Reflective capacity is a key characteristic of self-authorship (Boes et al., 2010) and essential in 
developing personal beliefs about practice (Brownlee et al., 2011). King (2010) suggested that 
cognitive complexity, as expressed in the personal epistemology dimension, is in fact the 
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foundation that underlies all dimensions of self-authorship and the journey from external to 
internal definition of self.  
Of the three levels of thinking that emerged from the Phase 1 data, practical ways of 
knowing were most common. In the practical reflection pattern of thinking, 12 participants talked 
about the use of trial and error or the implementation of a strategy followed by reflection on the 
outcome. Although these students reflected on the success of their strategy, in this quasi-
reflective stage (King & Kitchener, 1994) beliefs are context specific and justified without 
critical reflection. The use of and reliance on the opinions of others was also common in this 
practical reflection pattern of thinking. Only two of the 15 participants described practical 
evaluativist patterns of thinking in which they reflected on and weighed up different strategies 
from a variety of sources. These students developed an informed opinion about the strategy prior 
to implementing it.  
5.4 Patterns of Thinking - Interpersonal Dimension 
Within the interpersonal dimension the self authored participant is seen as one who has the 
developmental capacity for interdependence, or the ability to respect one’s own and others needs, 
negotiate other perspectives and engage in genuinely mutual relationships. They are able to 
interact with different social groups, are less judgemental and more open to other perspectives 
(Creamer & Laughlin, 2005).  
During Phase 1 interviews, questions were asked to assist our understanding of the 
participant's interpersonal beliefs and skills. Two patterns within the interpersonal dimension 
have been established at Phase 1. These patterns of thinking were illustrated earlier in Figure 5.1. 
In Figure 5.3, the distribution between the two participant cohorts of full-time and part-time 
students is shown. The first pattern is referred to as the provisional collaborator pattern of 
thinking. These participants emphasised the importance of being well-liked friendly carers. 
Communication with parents was limited to friendly greetings. Also defined was the interactive 
collaborator. These participants emphasised the importance of good communication with parents 
and being friendly and open. Unlike those identified within the provisional collaborator pattern, 
these participants espoused the importance of active and practical teamwork with parents and 
colleagues. 
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When analysing the interpersonal data it became evident that participants generally 
discussed their interactions in terms of four dominant relationships. These included relationships 
with children, parents of the children, centre staff, colleagues and teachers and the professional 
community. Within these relationships, the characteristics of the interpersonal dimension of self-
authorship were explored.  
 
Figure 5.3. Patterns of Thinking for the Interpersonal Dimension 
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afternoon session and photos were taken to use as interview prompts. Below, Chelsea reflects on 
one of her photos describing her interactions with a group of children during a painting session.  
Just to supervise and help them out if they wanted help with their painting and just to 
make sure they didn’t paint each other. (Chelsea) 
It was not uncommon for participants described within the provisional collaborator pattern 
to refer to their interactions with children as supervisory. Janice below also sees her role as a 
helper, to watch and assist where necessary. She describes her interactions with a group of 
children during an art activity. 
Yes, setting it up, I had to cut out all the patty pans and stuff like that, and if they 
needed help tying the knots I’d do it for them. My role was to watch what they do and 
help them if they needed help. (Janice) 
The following quote emphasises Chelsea's reliance on the staff in her placement centre for 
guidance.  
 They show me ways of how to interact with kids, saying what you can do and what 
you can’t do. How to deal with different situations and how to approach parents or 
staff or even a child about something that they’ve done. (Chelsea)  
Chelsea's comment suggests that she looks to her field placement mentors for the 
transference of information and instruction on what is right or wrong, indicating both absolutist 
views and reliance on external sources of knowledge. This highlights the relationship association 
between interpersonal growth and personal epistemology described earlier. Provisional 
collaborators are characteristically observers in group interactions. There is no indication of 
interactions that suggest collective reflection or evaluation. As students while completing their 
TAFE placement there was little opportunity beyond greetings for interaction with parents. This 
is indicated in Sharleen's quote below.  
Because I go to TAFE full-time, we don't get the luxury of being in centres. Some of 
the group leaders here are studying their diploma and are working here at the same 
time, so they get a lot more contact with children and parents. Well we do get hands 
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on at the TAFE playgroup but that's still not like at the child care centre... I really 
like playgroup, because it’s really ours. We have ownership of it. We get to make a 
lot of decisions and decide what experiences to set up for that day too.  It’s just a 
little different because the parents are there while you are interacting with the 
children, so sometimes you get a bit conscious of yourself. (Sharleen) 
The above quote suggests that unlike field placement the TAFE student-run playgroup 
provides more opportunities to interact with parents. The presence of parents seems to make 
Sharleen somewhat self-conscious. None of the other four participants described as provisional 
collaborators at Phase 1 mention their interactions with parents. This and their professional 
affiliations and collaborations in the community will be explored further in Phase 2 when the 
participants moved into professional practice with more opportunities for interpersonal 
development. 
5.4.2 Interactive Collaborator 
Ten of the 15 participants were identified as interactive collaborators. As illustrated in 
Figure 5.3, five of these were from the part-time student cohort and five were from the full-time. 
Again, the common characteristics within the four dominant relationships that identify the 
interactive collaborator are detailed using illustrative quotes. 
Interactive collaborators’ interactions with children suggested a more contemplative 
approach to children's learning. Although Keane, a full-time student on placement cites 
supervision as part of her role, her comment below, reflecting on her interaction with children at 
a puzzle table, suggests she is more thoughtful about her interactions than the participants 
identified within the previous provisional collaborator pattern. 
Encouragement, basically and just supervising kind of thing.  Letting them have the 
decision to - if they decide to, discuss it or if they should be putting pieces there.  
That’s only guiding. Letting the children think and problem solve and work on the 
puzzles themselves just with my encouragement. (Keane) 
Like Keane, Judith below sees her role as a facilitator.  
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I believe in stimulating them, to work with the children, with their ideas, to give them 
positive feedback and to be their support, to not push anything with children. I think 
that is a big mistake in child care, to make them do something that they don’t want to 
do. I would interact with the children. I think that’s really important, is to learn with 
them and to be with them but I would also stand back and watch them, especially 
their social interaction with one another. (Judith) 
Judith's comment illustrates the reflective nature of the interactive collaborator. She 
considers how she can best support the children through her interactions with them. Extending on 
and further stimulating children's ideas are a dominant characteristic within the interactive 
collaborator pattern. 
I see my role as a facilitator. So making sure the children have different things to use 
to further their knowledge and not have set activities. Like the children have choice, 
so that it’s not like they’re at school at a young age. It’s not like they have to sit down 
and have to do this and have to do that. You should – or I’d like to be able to go off 
their ideas and interests. (Alice) 
Like Keane and Judith, Alice also perceives her role as facilitative where she provided 
children with choice rather than set activities. Also in common with Keane and Judith she 
extended children’s ideas and interests. Again these characteristics are representative of this 
pattern of thinking. Within this interactive collaborator pattern, a developing awareness and 
understanding of cultural variations and values influence interactions with parents and families 
generally. This is illustrated in Vanessa's quote below.  
With working in child care (during placement) I’ve realised a lot of families are 
different, have different values and cultural values and all that.  Before I did this 
course and before I even worked in child care, I didn’t really know that families had 
so different values, but now I do. Every time someone does something or says 
something, I’m just like, maybe that’s their value, maybe that’s their view.  I’ve just 
gotten a better understanding of how I should treat people and why people are acting 
that way and how I can look after children properly and all that. (Vanessa) 
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Vanessa's awareness and consideration of cultural diversity is something that she did not 
take into account prior to her TAFE study. Her placement centre has a large number of 
immigrants from a variety of cultures. She acknowledges that her experience during placement 
has contributed to this emerging awareness. This element of subjectivity is characteristic of the 
practical reflection pattern of thinking and highlights the interconnectivity between personal 
epistemology and interpersonal awareness. 
Opportunities for the students to interact and communicate with the parents of children 
varied significantly between cohorts. The quote below from, Amanda, a full-time mature-age 
group leader studying part-time suggests she has the opportunity and confidence to communicate 
openly with parents about their children. She comments that her observations of parents and 
children also assist her understanding of their needs. 
So just keeping up a good communication with the parents and if there’s anything 
wrong, I’m not frightened by asking or trying to find out about it. Just observations, 
how they [the children] interact with each other or what they do here too.  Especially 
the full- timers [children attending full-time] (Amanda) 
Barbara, another mature-age student from the part-time student cohort indicates below that 
the input of parents, the extended family, community and children is important when considering 
aspects of the program.  
Parents are very important, the community in itself, grandparents, even the children 
– the children have got a big say in where they’re going and what they’re doing. They 
could come up and say we don’t like these climbing frames or something. They might 
say – some places have got really old things and children require different equipment 
in different generations. Children have also got a bit of input into their environment. 
(Barbara)  
The above comment highlights a growing awareness of the importance of working 
partnerships with families and the community. This developing appreciation was a common 
attribute presented within the interactive collaborator pattern and noticeably absent from the 
dependent pattern. Barbara has had one years experience as a group leader and is the only 
participant in the Phase 1 study to mention the importance of the community in her practice.  
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Wendy, below a participant, from the part-time student cohort is recalling her previous 
experience as a full-time student. Wendy suggests that playgroup (a parent and child session run 
by students at TAFE) gave her the opportunity to get to know parents over a longer period of 
time than when on placement. 
Something really good that TAFE did was they had a playgroup where parents 
enrolled and the students would set it up.  The students would set it up, do different 
experiences with the children.  The parents could relax while we interacted with their 
children.  I thought that was very good because instead of coming into a centre when 
they’re only here for three or four weeks, you actually got to know these parents and 
their children for a longer period of time.  So you could see – I think that was more 
beneficial – you could see the development of the child and your relationship with 
that child was developing. (Wendy) 
In the above comment Wendy illustrates the benefits of the TAFE playgroup for the full-
time students. The playgroup experience is further described below by Helen another student 
from the full-time cohort.  
We’re setting up a playgroup at the moment and that’s been very good.  That’s just 
being able to get your head around the whole details of everything and just becoming 
aware of what’s involved…Playgroup, it’s helped us to take ownership of it definitely.  
Make decisions.  It’s helped us assess and make decisions.  Not just take a back seat 
and pretty much be proactive.  If you see something not done, you do it. (Helen) 
The “ownership” described by Helen suggests that playgroup gave the students the 
opportunity to be proactive. Both Helen and Wendy describe an environment in which they are 
able to interact with children, parents and each other without the limitations that are imposed 
upon them as students during placement. These comments highlight the significance of the 
sociocultural context in the development of participants’ interpersonal beliefs and practices. Data 
indicate that communities of practice that provide opportunities for self-directed interactions and 
exploration of practice allow participants the freedom to construct their own beliefs about 
practice. This emphasises the distinct connection between the interpersonal and intrapersonal 
dimensions of self-authorship. 
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During their placements students from both cohorts acknowledged their relationships with 
supportive staff members in influencing and guiding their beliefs and practices. Judith below 
refers to a staff member as a mentor. She was inspired by the practitioners’ teaching practices and 
personally related to her methods. Judith’s comment suggests she trusted the opinion of this 
mentor above that of others and due to this trust, to some extent her opinions were transmitted to 
Judith. 
I did have a good experience in a child care centre and I did have sort of like a key 
mentor when I first started out working in a child care centre and I could probably 
say she had a good influence on me because I learnt a lot from her and I believe a lot 
in what she followed – a lot of the routines that she followed. She had a lot of respect 
for children and even from very young ages because she worked with very little ones, 
she would always let them chose what they wanted to do and just give them choices, 
which I thought was just amazing for a child care worker, who had to follow so many 
boundaries and rules, yet just allowed this open and free atmosphere as well. (Judith) 
In the following quote, Maria, a full-time group leader, suggests that she looks to fellow 
group leaders she trusts and TAFE teacher’s as her sources of knowledge. Again the comment 
suggests that trust in the competence of a staff member or colleague is significant in the strength 
and influence of the interpersonal relationship. This comment also reinforces the link with the 
personal epistemological dimension highlighting that knowledge is transferred rather than 
personally constructed. 
My sources of knowledge that I trust are other group leaders who I look up to, who 
are good mentors; and also TAFE teachers as well – probably those two people. 
(Maria) 
In contrast to the provisional collaborator pattern the interactive collaborator was not 
entirely dependent on their teachers, staff and colleagues for guidance, encouragement and 
support. It is noteworthy that within the interactive collaborator pattern reliance on authority 
appeared to be more variable. Although these participants did not see their teacher’s opinions as 
absolute there were some contradictions. These inconsistencies made interpretations of some 
statements difficult. Again in Marilyn’s quote below she indicates that she would take on board 
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the opinions of people she respected but is not bound by them. The emerging role of self is more 
evident in her comment with her own views being central to her conclusions. This quote 
emphasises the interconnected relationship between the three dimensions.  
I like to find out what other people [during field placement] are thinking and what 
they would like me to do and how they’d like me to do it. They’re all important to me, 
but whether or not I’ll listen to them is another thing.  I only listen to things I want to 
hear. Because I was like well that’s not my theory, I don’t believe in that. They’re 
okay for their opinions, but it’s not something I want to believe and follow. If they 
were people I respected, I’d probably take it to heart what they were actually saying 
and whether or not I think I was in the wrong or something. If I believed I was doing 
the right thing, then I’d probably just stick to my view. Everyone does have their own 
different viewpoints so; I’d probably just stick to my own. Maybe let a bit of their 
views come to me, but rather than that, I’ll just stay to my own. (Marilyn) 
Marilyn’s above comment highlights the views typically held by participants within the 
interactive collaborator category. Participants saw truth as personal and individual but all 
opinions were seen as equally valid with everyone’s opinion being right for them. Alice and 
Barbara express a similar viewpoint in the quotes below. As noted previously this highlights the 
important link between the development of personal epistemology and interpersonal 
relationships.  
Working alongside with good group leaders. It’s good because they help you and they 
could also inspire you, because they have their own philosophy. Maybe you like some 
of the things that they say. (Alice) 
Everybody’s got knowledge and input to put into a child care centre. I mean that 
input and knowledge could benefit and improve every centre. If someone’s got an 
idea and they’re willing to present that idea in child care and it's worthwhile, sure 
put it in there. (Barbara) 
Helen’s quote below encapsulates her relationship with her TAFE teachers and in most 
cases the relationship evidenced by participant’s within the interactive collaborator pattern.  
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Most of the teachers have children of their own to start with and then they also have 
done a lot of study themselves to get where they are and have a lot of experience 
behind them. They know the old way of doing things. They know the new way of doing 
things. They know what’s the best or what the qualities are of each and just are free 
to give us that option to choose ourselves what we prefer to teach or how we prefer to 
work things and they’re very open to just – they’re not telling us what to do, but 
rather they’re giving us the choice of this is what the qualities are in this, this is what 
that is and they’re very well informed. They’re very also acceptable of the new 
practises that are coming in and are willing to accept that they’re not always right 
and they’re willing to keep going with new learning at the moment as teachers. 
(Helen) 
Although Helen trusts the opinions of her teachers she does not see them as absolute truths. 
Her quote suggests that her relationship with her teachers is one of mutual respect where Helen is 
encouraged to independently develop her own beliefs about best practice. In the case of Marilyn, 
although her comment showed an element of inconsistency, it suggested that the role of self is a 
moderating factor in the construction of beliefs about practice. This suggests once again the 
inherent interconnectivity of the three dimensions of self-authorship.  
5.4.3 Summary 
It was common for the participants described within the provisional collaborator pattern (n 
=5) to refer to their interactions with children as supervisory, to observe and help where 
necessary. Interview comments suggested that several contextual factors played a role in how the 
student's interacted with children, parents, centre staff and the professional community. In the 
second cohort, as full-time first year students on their second placement the quotes illustrate how 
mindful they were of their student status. This suggests that to some extent caution influenced 
student confidence and limited the opportunities to engage in meaningful interactions. Findings 
suggest that due to their experience, the part-time cohort have more familiarity with the 
expectations of their role and confidence in their relationships with parents and colleagues. As 
supported in the review of literature, it became evident that communities of practice with 
cohesive practices and opportunities for mentorship supported student's interpersonal 
development (Ledoux et al., 2008; Moody, 2009).  
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5.5 Patterns of Thinking - Intrapersonal Dimension 
Within the intrapersonal dimension the focus is on both understanding who the participant 
sees themselves as being, (their sense of self) and how they make this definition (Pizzolato, 
2010). Intrapersonal development is explored in this study, through understanding the personal 
beliefs, values and goals articulated by the participants, the strength of these personal 
understandings and the confidence in which they are espoused. Self-authored individuals use 
their internally defined sense of self, their personal values, beliefs and goals to direct their 
decision-making and knowledge construction (Baxter Magolda, 2001, 2003). As students move 
into professional practice an internally defined sense of self is used to interpret and guide 
experiences and actions. This is crucial in ongoing professional collaboration. This 
transformation to an internally defined sense of self involves the shift from predominantly 
accepting knowledge from authorities to constructing knowledge oneself. This requires critical 
thinking, the capacity to judge knowledge claims offered by authorities, construction of beliefs 
and values, and openness to new possibilities (Baxter Magolda, 2007).  
When analysing Phase 1 intrapersonal data it became evident that most students were, to 
varying degrees, relying on the beliefs of their teachers, directors and supervising group leaders 
to guide their practice. Some were reflecting on these beliefs and practices with indication that 
their sense of self was fundamental to the development of internally constructed beliefs. None 
however had developed a strong, independent sense of self. Confidence was an important factor 
in the developing strength of the student’s personal beliefs or as most described “philosophy.” 
This confidence was measured by students in terms of their developing knowledge and 
experience. 
On analysis of participants’ understandings about their knowledge construction it was 
determined that personal epistemological development was a significant influence in the 
development of strong interpersonal understandings and practices and their developing sense of 
self. The strength of personal beliefs was also connected to changing sociocultural factors 
experienced by students over the course of their study. Several students expressed the importance 
of opportunities to explore their developing beliefs through participation in open and supportive 
environments while on placement or in the centres in which they were employed. The centre 
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policies philosophy and regulatory requirements were also factors that participants indicated as 
influential to their developing beliefs and values about practice 
Common factors emerged from within this intrapersonal dimension that became the 
underpinning characteristics identifying three patterns of thinking. The first pattern is the 
dependent sense of self. These participants generally had limited confidence in abilities. They 
relied on others for direction, had few set ideas or beliefs about professionalism and were 
strongly influenced by teachers and co-workers or centre policy. The next pattern is the 
transitional sense of self. Practitioners identified within this pattern were seen to be gaining 
confidence in their own judgements and abilities. They generally followed others’ ideas with 
some reflection of other perspectives. It was evident that they were starting to develop a personal 
position or philosophy about their professional practice. These patterns are illustrated in Figure 
5.4 with the distribution between the two participant cohorts outlined. These will be explored in 
further detail below through illustrative quotes.  
 
 
Figure 5.4. Patterns of Thinking for the Intrapersonal Dimension 
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5.5.1 Dependent Sense of Self 
As illustrated in Figure 5.4, three of the fifteen Phase 1 students were identified as having a 
dependent sense of self. All were from the full-time student cohort. In the following quote 
Chelsea indicates that she collects ideas and beliefs about practice from her placement centres.  
It...[beliefs about practice]...changes a lot from centre to centre.  You get different 
things. I like that idea but you know that shouldn’t be done that way or something like 
that. (Chelsea) 
Chelsea’s comment suggests she selects some beliefs over others. This indicates the use of 
some reflection, although minor. Looking at her interpersonal quote below one can infer that her 
selection is based on the information she has received from her TAFE teacher’s suggesting a 
reliance on others for her beliefs.  
They... [her TAFE teachers]... show me ways of how to interact with kids, saying 
what you can do and what you can’t do. How to deal with different situations and 
how to approach parents or staff or even a child about something that they’ve done. 
(Chelsea) 
This transference approach in which students model the practices and beliefs of authority 
figures (Brownlee et al., 2011), is characteristic of the dependent sense of self pattern of thinking. 
Again, in the following interpersonal quote below, Janice’s reliance on her TAFE teacher’s for 
the transference of information and beliefs is emphasised. She comments, her teachers teach her 
the ways. This highlights the relationship between the interpersonal and intrapersonal dimension 
in the development of personal beliefs and values.  
Just by teaching us the ways, and things of what to do, and just there to help pretty 
much, and just guide us through child care. They’re always there to help you and just 
easily ask a question and they’ll help you. (Janice) 
Referring to a difficult situation she experienced during her field placement, Janice’s 
comment suggests that she accepts her supervising group leader’s perceived correct decision 
without question. Unlike Chelsea, Janice is not reflecting on the opinions of authority figures. 
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My group leader, sort of said that it’s best if you separate them. Yeah, she guided me 
into the correct decision, yeah. (Janice) 
When asked how her placement centres influenced her identity, Chelsea replied: 
I guess at each centre they run things differently and you have to kind of go in and 
learn how they’re going to do things, learn their different programs.  I think you’ve 
just got to be flexible and everything. (Chelsea) 
Chelsea’s comment suggests she adapts to the beliefs and practices of individual centres 
with no indication that she has developed a sense of self which defines her own beliefs. None of 
the above comments suggest that the ideas and opinions of teachers or centre staff are judged 
through meaningful approaches. As students, some may be bound by the policies and procedures 
within individual centres. There is not however any evidence of epistemological understanding 
that indicates a connection to prior knowledge or weighing up of multiple strategies or beliefs. 
These students it would seem are yet to cultivate their own voice or to develop a clear sense of 
themselves as professionals.  
5.5.2 Transitional Sense of Self 
As illustrated in Figure 5.4, 12 participants were identified as having a transitional sense of 
self. Five of these students were from the part-time cohort and seven from the full-time. Unlike 
the students in the dependent pattern data indicate that these participants are reflecting on 
previous knowledge and making connections between strategies and beliefs. Data also suggest 
that these students still rely on their teachers and group leaders for guidance to a varying extent 
but are developing confidence which assists them in their decision making and problem solving.  
We go out to the field and we practise what we know and what we’ve learnt and I 
guess there’s really a lot of different ways of doing things as well. Like when I first 
started the course I thought there must only be a certain few ways but different 
lecturers, different teachers, everyone has their different ways of doing things and I 
think it’s really important to see this and to also compare what would suit you as a 
carer. I think I’ve learnt that from this course, picked up a lot of good information 
from this course and our lecturers, particularly about the development of children 
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and we can’t always expect children to be a certain level and you have to accept their 
own ways and their own learning process. (Judith) 
The above quote indicates that Judith is applying the knowledge she has learnt at TAFE and 
looking at different perspectives in the development of her beliefs and her sense of self. This 
quote also suggests that at this point she is still talking about collecting and comparing 
information rather than internalising it through critical reflection. Interestingly she refers to her 
role as that of carer rather than educator. Laura, in the following quote indicates that she is 
starting to internalise what she has learnt through looking at different perspectives and “opening 
up what she knows and expanding on it”.  
So we can’t just base our learning structure on one area of development, it's got to be 
on the whole child. That’s what I’m learning to focus on the child as an individual 
and also as a whole, not just see them in one particular way. Learn to open up what I 
know and expand on that through my training and through experiences from talking 
to other child care workers, other people in the industry and just using the experience 
that the TAFE teachers also have to be able to make us more aware of what we’re 
doing and what impact we have on the children as well. (Laura) 
Laura’s above comment suggests she is starting to develop and articulate some strong 
personal beliefs and values about her practices with children. Her “learning structure” is taken to 
refer to her beliefs about practice. This evolving sense of personal understanding and professional 
awareness provides the foundation for future perceptions of professional identity (Day, Kington, 
Stobart, & Sammons, 2006), and is characteristic of the transitional sense of self pattern of 
thinking.  
Amanda, a full-time group leader and part-time student also reflects below on a growing 
professional awareness since starting TAFE. 
Since college, I’ve learnt that there are behavioural - well maybe not behavioural 
problems, but things that you can address or a child isn’t doing it for the reasons I 
once thought.  Naughty child to me was just a naughty child. But now I realise there’s 
so many reasons it could be or even down to health issues and environment and that 
sort of thing. So I’m much more - I will try and find now, it’s not cut and dry, and 
Professional Identity of Students Completing Child Care Training 107 
some of the study has helped me realise that there are different things happening and 
different developmental areas and I just go and work out a problem, not just you will 
sit here, you will do that, you will do as you’re told.  I’m not like that anymore. 
(Amanda) 
Amanda’s comment suggests that her TAFE studies have assisted her in learning to provide 
for children and understand them through looking at the whole child and the context with which 
the child is in. Most importantly it suggests that this new understanding and shift in her personal 
beliefs and values about working with children, has changed how she interacts with them. It 
seems apparent that Amanda’s beliefs have been transformed since TAFE and like Laura provide 
the foundations for her emerging professional identity.  
It can be interpreted from Keane’s comment below, that she has already established some 
strong personal beliefs about practice. She suggests however that as a “visitor”, a student on 
placement, she is unable to express or put these beliefs into practice.  
Well, see some people would educate the children a different way to the way I would 
so when you’re a student on placement, you can’t speak up too much because 
obviously you’re a visitor in their centre. There are some things that I wouldn’t do.  
I’ve been on a placement where they’ve only placed out a certain amount of Play 
Doh and only a certain amount of children can sit at the table which I don’t 
understand. If more children want to play, why can’t they put more of the equipment 
out because there should be enough anyway? It hasn’t changed my values. It just 
means that basically we can’t speak up as much as we should if we were actually 
working in the centre because we’re just visitors. (Keane) 
It would seem from this comment that Keane has established beliefs that differ from those 
of her placement centres. Comments also suggest that these conflicting beliefs have not caused 
her to doubt her own beliefs but rather have reinforced them providing her with stronger 
perceptions of self. The following quote is from Alice, another full-time student on placement. 
She like Keane reflects on her experience in a centre with very different beliefs to her own and 
those of TAFE. Alice’s comment suggests that she is seeking opportunities to further her 
understandings about strategies she has learnt about at TAFE. 
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Because most of the centre staff like here, they agree with time out and stuff and I 
don’t. Then if you don’t put them in time out, they get pretty cranky because you’re 
trying to do something completely different to how they deal with the behavioural 
problems, .…time out…redirect their bad behaviour like into something else. Like the 
other day, a child was kicking another child. So I tried to see whether they’d go kick 
around a football instead. They did. They actually played together instead of hurting 
each other. Like because we’ve been taught to redirect their – what they’re doing to 
something else. That was how we were told how to do behaviour management at 
TAFE. You should redirect bad behaviour. Because constantly getting – like being 
angry at children, sometimes they just want attention. Whether it’s good or bad, they 
don’t care. So they might just keep doing the things that they know that you’re going 
to give them attention for. So instead of them always being in trouble. So we 
shouldn’t do that. Like you’re hurting so and so’s feelings. But we could maybe do 
this instead. Most of the time, it does work. (Alice) 
In contrast to those participants identified within the dependent sense of self pattern of 
thinking, Alice attempts to justify her developing beliefs and values about working with children 
by providing practical examples that support her claims. This would suggest that Alice’s personal 
beliefs are based on both her TAFE study and practical experience. Although she states that ‘this 
is how TAFE told her to do it’, her comment suggests she is evaluating the strategies in light of 
this knowledge. The above quote also indicates that although Alice knew her strategies were not 
favoured by her placement centre she took the initiative to enact them. Alice’s willingness to 
implement her strategies in this environment shows conviction and suggests growing 
intrapersonal maturity. As indicated by the descriptions outlined by Baxter Magolda (2010, p. 27) 
Alice may be described as being at the “crossroads” in her self-authorship development. Her 
internal voice, as suggested by her comments, is encountering external influences which have 
lead to her questioning of existing beliefs and practices. 
5.5.3 Summary 
Intrapersonal findings suggest that none of the participants interviewed at Phase 1 have 
developed an internally defined sense of self, although Alice appears to be well on the way. 
Findings highlight a discernible absence of critical thinking and reflection which previous 
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research suggests is crucial in the personal construction of beliefs and values (Boes et al., 2010). 
This is illustrated in Table 5.1, highlighting the interconnectivity between the three dimensions of 
self-authorship through a summary of the patterns of thinking explored in this chapter. Findings 
suggest that growth toward self-authorship is dependent on the capacity to reflect critically, 
evaluate, interpret, and construct judgments independently. It illustrates that the students for the 
most part are relying on the guidance and knowledge from their TAFE teachers, and more 
experienced and qualified centre staff. This reliance significantly inhibits the development of 
independently constructed personal beliefs and values.  
Responses from interview questions suggest that 12 out of the total 15 participants 
demonstrated intrapersonal characteristics which identified them within the transitional sense of 
self pattern suggesting they had developed some beliefs about what constituted best practice or 
being professional. These beliefs for the most part were based on what participants had learnt at 
TAFE rather than their own internally defined personal beliefs. As students, data suggest they 
were still rationalising their personal beliefs about practice searching for understandings to 
provide them with more independent personal identities.  
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Table 5.1 Characteristics of Self-authorship Dimensions at Phase 1 
Self Authorship 
Dimensions 
Patterns of Thinking 
Personal 
epistemology 
 Practical implementation 
 Knowing and knowledge 
was viewed as a process in 
which students modelled 
strategies observed during 
placement 
 These beliefs represent a 
very practical epistemology 
that is firmly embedded in 
doing without reflection. 
 
 Practical reflection 
 A focus on practical 
epistemology.  
 Students talked about 
implementing an observed 
strategy and then reflecting on 
the success of the strategy. 
Based on that reflection, 
students made decisions about 
further actions with the 
children they worked with.  
 Personal learning was based 
on trial and error. 
 Practical evaluativism 
 The capacity to engage in reflection distinguished practical 
implementation from practical reflection, with reflection typically 
taking place after a strategy was implemented.  
 Students were much more reflective about this process than 
students in the previous patterns of thinking, particularly in the 
process of developing an informed approach in child care. 
 Not theoretical in nature but considered implementing best practice 
in a meaningful way. 
Interpersonal 
Provisional collaborator 
 
Interactions with children: 
 Talked about children’s development as stage based with children 
generally learning through modelling. 
 Planned activities for children by observing their interests  
 Interactions with children did not generally go beyond assisting 
with practical tasks.  
 
Interactions with parents: 
 Emphasis on being friendly and welcoming. 
 Little or no discussion with parents about their child’s 
development. 
 
 
Interactive collaborator 
 
Interactions with children: 
 Talked about emergent curriculum and teaching based on 
observation and planning for interests and needs. 
 Saw children as individuals with varying abilities 
 Interaction involved getting down to the child’s level 
 
Interaction with parents: 
 Emphasised the importance of good communication with parents.  
 Some discussion of children’s development with parents (not in the 
case of the full-time cohort)  
 Collaboration beyond practical exchanges was not mentioned. No 
collaboration for the full-time cohort. 
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Self Authorship 
Dimensions 
Patterns of Thinking 
 
Interactions with teachers colleagues and centre staff: 
 Showed signs of being dependent on others for direction and 
guidance. 
  Observer rather than collaborator. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Interactions with the professional community: 
 No evidence of outside networking or liaison with professional 
organisations or associations.  
 Did not discuss attendance at professional development sessions 
other than what was organised by the workplace. 
 
 
 
Interactions with teachers colleagues and centre staff: 
 Emphasis on “teamwork.” Active practical collaboration through 
the sharing of ideas and resources.  
 Developing awareness and understanding of family cultural 
variations and values.  
 Part-time students who were working in centres reflected on 
practice with colleagues and implemented change through trial and 
error. 
 Relied on the guidance and direction of experienced and more 
knowledgeable colleagues and teachers.  
 
Interactions with the professional community: 
 Emphasis on the collection of resources and practical layout of 
environment in professional development. 
 No professional associations. 
 May have some association with other child care practitioners 
outside of centre for the purpose of sharing ideas or socialising. 
Intrapersonal 
Dependent sense of self 
 Displayed limited confidence in abilities 
 Relied on others for direction 
 Espoused few set ideas or beliefs about professionalism 
 Beliefs were strongly influenced by teachers, colleagues and centre 
staff.  
Transitional sense of self 
 Followed the ideas of others with varying reflection of other 
perspectives. 
 Developing confidence in abilities 
 Developing own professional child care beliefs/philosophy. 
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5.6 Understandings of Students’ Professional Identity Informed by 
Self-authorship 
Through the examination of the dynamic interplay between the three self-authorship 
dimensions: personal epistemology (knowing and learning about work in child care); 
interpersonal (professional engagement through practice), and intrapersonal (personal beliefs 
and values about the self and work in child care) the nature of participants evolving 
professional identity was identified. Comments sourced from interview data suggested that 
the uncertain nature of students’ professional identity was evidenced by their limited 
evaluation of perspectives and varying degrees of dependence in terms of intrapersonal, 
interpersonal and personal epistemology. Through the use of this self-authorship framework, 
two distinctive patterns emerged out of the analysis of data. These patterns reflected the 
uncertain nature of participants’ professional identities: A tentative professional identity and 
an emergent professional identity. Figure 5.5 below, illustrates the frequency of these 
patterns.  
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right or wrong and judged their veracity according to what they had been taught at TAFE. 
Minimal reflection was evidenced. These students it would seem relied heavily on the 
unquestioned direction of experts with beliefs about practice collected from these experts 
rather than internally constructed through the use of critical reflection. Characteristics from 
within this pattern are highlighted in Table 5.2. 
The majority of participants at Phase 1 were identified as emergent in the development 
of their professional identity (n=12). These students shared characteristics from within the 
practical reflection pattern of personal epistemology (n=12). These characteristics are 
highlighted in Table 5.2. Interview responses indicated that two of the students demonstrated 
a personal epistemology that suggested low-end practical evaluativism. Although these 
students were reflecting on multiple perspectives they were not reflecting beyond practical 
strategies to include theory. Participants from within this pattern all relied to varying degrees 
on the guidance of their teachers and more experienced and knowledgeable practitioners to 
validate their beliefs about practice. Although generally it would seem that they perceived 
themselves as being involved in both the care and education of children, their intrapersonal 
responses, which reflected how they define themselves and their beliefs and values, did not 
indicate that they had developed an internally defined professional identity to assist them in 
their decision-making and knowledge construction.  
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Table 5.2 Characteristics of Professional Identity Patterns at Phase 1 
Tentative professional identity Emergent professional identity 
Personal epistemology 
These students were identified from within both 
the practical implementation and low-end practical 
reflection patterns of thinking. 
Personal epistemology  
These students were typically practical reflection 
with some low-end practical evaluativism. 
 TAFE teachers were relied upon for the 
transference of knowledge. 
 Students observed each placement centre and 
‘collected ideas’ to use in practice.  
 Ideas were either right or wrong and judged 
according to what they had been taught at TAFE.  
 These practices represent a very practical 
epistemology with minimal evidence of reflection 
and no evidence of connection to prior knowledge 
or weighing up of multiple strategies or beliefs. 
 Again representing a practical epistemology with 
an emphasis on trial and error.  
 All were reflecting on practice to varying degrees 
some to the point that they were starting to reflect 
on multiple perspectives.  
 Reflection does not go beyond practical strategies 
to include theoretical evidence. 
Interpersonal 
These students were all from within the provisional 
collaborator pattern 
Interpersonal 
These students were identified from within both 
the provisional collaborator and interactive 
collaborator patterns. 
 Students modelled the practices and beliefs of 
authority figures. 
 The opinions of TAFE teachers were not 
questioned. 
 Emphasis on “teamwork.” Active practical 
collaboration through the sharing of ideas and 
resources.  
 Relied on the guidance of experienced and more 
knowledgeable practitioners and teachers. 
Intrapersonal 
All from within the dependent sense of self pattern 
Intrapersonal 
All from within the transitional sense of self pattern 
 Personal beliefs were collected rather than 
constructed.  
 Beliefs about practice were flexible, unstable and 
changeable according to varied opinions.  
 No indication that these students had cultivated a 
voice of their own or developed a sense of 
themselves as professionals. 
 Were reflecting on the beliefs and practices of 
others with indication that their sense of self was 
emerging as fundamental to the development of 
internally constructed beliefs.  
 Confidence was an important factor in the 
developing strength of the student’s personal 
beliefs. This confidence was measured by students 
in terms of their developing knowledge and 
experience. 
 
The three students identified from within the tentative professional identity pattern were 
all from the full-time cohort. Comments from these students regarding their roles during 
placement suggest that the nature of their professional identity was linked directly to their 
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student status with reliance on their TAFE teachers for the transference of knowledge. Of 
particular significance for these students was the limited opportunity for active interpersonal 
interaction with children and parents indicated by them in their interviews. All were identified 
within the provisional collaborator pattern of interpersonal development. This is reflected in 
Chelsea and Janice’s comments below where their role during their field placement is 
perceived as supervisory and practical in nature.  
Just to supervise and help them out if they wanted help with their painting and 
just to make sure they didn’t paint each other. (Chelsea) 
Yes, setting it up, I had to cut out all the patty pans and stuff like that, and if they 
needed help tying the knots I’d do it for them. My role was to watch what they do 
and help them if they needed help. (Janice) 
This suggests that the social and cultural factors from within students’ communities of 
practice had an important influence on the development of their perceptions of professional 
identity. Both observational field notes taken prior to the interview and the two quotes above 
suggest that Janice and Chelsea’s field placement environments did not promote opportunities 
for pedagogical reflection or practice. 
Judith, also from the full-time cohort, below espouses personal beliefs which would 
suggest more sophisticated insights. It can be implied from this quote that Judith is starting to 
develop some of her own beliefs about professional practice.  
I believe in stimulating them, to work with the children, with their ideas, to give 
them positive feedback and to be their support, to not push anything with children. 
I think that is a big mistake in child care, to make them do something that they 
don’t want to do. I would interact with the children. I think that’s really 
important, is to learn with them and to be with them but I would also stand back 
and watch them, especially their social interaction with one another. (Judith) 
Interestingly, observational field notes indicate that Judith’s field placement centre 
promoted more reflective practice. It was also noted that it was the policy of this centre to 
encourage students to be active participants in reflective pedagogical practice through 
involvement in discussion about best practice. This would suggest that although the additional 
experience held by the part-time cohort provided familiarity with the expectations of their role 
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and confidence in their relationships with parents and colleagues, the culture of their 
community of practice during field placement may have been of importance in the 
development of their personal beliefs about practice. Several of the students, including Judith 
from the part-time cohort, who was identified within the transitional identity pattern, noted a 
shift in their personal beliefs and sense of self since commencing their child care studies. Data 
indicated that the two students who were identified within the practical evaluativist pattern of 
personal epistemology, Judith and Laura, one from each cohort, were weighing up possible 
alternatives and seeking an informed opinion upon which to base their personal beliefs. This 
is reflected in Laura’s comment below. 
I always try to take the positive aspects of other people’s opinions and try and 
relate it to my situation. I will think about it and maybe jot down some notes and 
maybe different strategies on different ways I can approach whatever situation it 
may be...  
Laura’s reflections on her interpersonal relationships suggested however, that as a 
student she is still relying on her colleagues to verify her beliefs rather than critically 
reflecting and internally define them. This is suggested below in the second part of Laura’s 
above comment.  
...In the end I’ll usually do it my way and then I will reflect on that, my own 
personal practice, and gauge from that whether that worked or not and then I will 
probably ask say my director or other people what they feel or how I could have 
changed it.(Laura) 
Although Laura is reflecting on a variety of perspectives there is no indication that she 
is using theory to critically evaluate the opinions and practices she speaks of. She instead 
looks to authority figures for validation. This intrapersonal dependence on others was a 
common characteristic among these Phase 1 students. Participants in Phase 1 who talked 
about varying degrees of dependence in terms of intrapersonal, interpersonal and personal 
epistemology dimensions were described as having either an emerging or transitional 
professional identity.  
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5.7 Summary  
This chapter presents the findings from Phase 1 of the study. Three key findings have 
emerged from the analysis of Phase 1 data using the self-authorship framework. These 
findings together address the research question: In what ways do child care students consider 
their professional role and identity and position themselves as educators of young children 
within the context of their vocational study? 
First, two distinct patterns which describe the nature of students’ professional identity 
emerged from Phase 1 data. The first is a tentative professional identity where participants’ 
personal epistemology was such that they saw ideas as right or wrong and judged them 
according to what they had been taught at TAFE. Participants relied heavily on the 
unquestioned direction of experts with beliefs about practice collected from these experts 
rather than constructed through engagement in reflection. In the second pattern, an emergent 
professional identity, participants reflected upon practice to construct their own knowledge 
about practical strategies but did not include theory in these reflections. Based on their 
interview responses, these participants, like those with tentative professional identities, still 
looked to their teachers and more experienced and knowledgeable practitioners to validate 
their beliefs about practice. There was no indication that they had developed their 
intrapersonal beliefs and values (their sense of self), to the point that it supported their 
professional decision-making and knowledge construction. 
Second, although all three dimensions of self-authorship were interconnected, the 
personal epistemology dimension (knowing and learning about work in child care) was 
foregrounded in how participants made meaning in the interpersonal and intrapersonal 
domains. The extent to which participants engaged in critical reflection was able to be 
determined across all three dimensions of self authorship and underpinned participants’ 
evolving sense of professional identity. The majority of students interviewed at Phase 1 were 
identified within the middle patterns of personal epistemological thinking (practical reflection 
and practical evaluativism). None of the students at Phase 1 showed evidence of engaging in 
critical reflection during their interview responses. The transformation to an internally defined 
sense of self involves the shift from predominantly accepting knowledge from authorities to 
constructing knowledge oneself based on a range of perspectives (Baxter Magolda, 2001). 
The validity of knowledge acquired from these authority figures was judged by students 
according to the perceived trustworthiness of the individual. Knowledge claims were not 
challenged or critically evaluated. All of the students, to varying degrees were dependent on 
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their TAFE teachers and centre staff for guidance in their decision making. This suggests, as 
noted by Hofer (2010), that participants’ personal epistemologies may in fact moderate the 
development of interpersonal and intrapersonal development in self-authorship.  
Third, the nature of the participants’ relationships with their TAFE teachers, colleagues 
and staff while on placement and the culture of their communities of practice have emerged as 
important factors in the development of self-authorship and professional identity. These 
sociocultural factors may contribute to either supporting or inhibiting students’ progress 
toward self-authorship and clear perceptions of professional identity.  
These key findings suggest that the child care students interviewed are not yet able to 
define or articulate clear understandings of their professional identity. Findings suggest that 
their professional identity development was underpinned by the interconnected dimensions of 
self-authorship. At this point the participants’ self-authorship growth, most importantly their 
capacity to critically reflect both autonomously and collaboratively does not support the 
development of an internally defined sense of self or clearly defined perceptions of 
professional identity. 
The next data presentation chapter follows these 15 students as they transition from 
their child care studies into professional practice or on to higher education. It explores the 
nature of their professional identity as they navigate their professional journey through their 
future career choices.  
The Professional Identity of Early Career Child Care Practitioners  119 
Chapter 6 : The Professional Identity of Early Career Child 
Care Practitioners 
6.1 Introduction 
This chapter addresses the second of two research questions that are considered in this 
research. The research question addressed in this chapter is: How do child care practitioners 
understand and negotiate their professional identities as they move from being vocational 
education students to work in child care contexts? The data analysed in this chapter were 
collected through follow-up interviews with the 15 students who were enrolled in a vocational 
education course at a TAFE institution in Brisbane in Phase 1. Follow-up interviews were 
completed approximately 24 months after the first interview allowing for practitioners to settle 
into their new positions. In Chapter 5, self-authorship dimensions and patterns of thinking were 
introduced and used to establish students’ emerging perceptions of professional identity using the 
interview data. Interview questions are presented in Appendix 1. At Phase 2, these students had 
completed their course of study for child care practice and were either working in a professional 
role or had gone on to further study.  
This chapter explores how the three intersecting self-authorship dimensions of personal 
epistemology, interpersonal, and intrapersonal development change as students complete their 
training and move into professional practice or further education. A summary of the overall 
change data is discussed and illustrated by figures. The goal of the analyses was to consider self-
authorship patterns and the nature of professional identity at Phase 2 but, in particular, to 
consider the nature of change in participants’ understandings over time. Profiles were developed 
for all 15 participants who had interviews for Phase 1 and Phase 2. However, only five profiles 
are presented in the chapter because of the volume of data in each profile. The selected profiles 
represent the diversity across the groups in the development of professional identity. These 
profiles are presented later in the chapter. 
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6.2 Professional Identity: Being an Early Childhood Practitioner  
At Phase 2, self-authorship growth and the nature of practitioner professional identity was 
considered as participants completed their course of study and moved into professional practice. 
A comparison of data from Phase 1 and Phase 2 highlights both the variability and the 
interconnected nature of the dimensions of self-authorship. As each of the patterns of thinking 
emerged out of Phase 2 data, it became clear from the participants’ comments that their levels of 
self-authorship had either evolved or remained stable. As was the case for the Phase 1 data, an in-
depth understanding of the integration of the three self-authorship dimensions established the 
nature of participants’ professional identity and variation in professional identity was evidenced 
by interview responses that indicated the extent to which participants were able to reflect 
critically. Interview data also suggested that critical reflection was supported in some work 
contexts more than others.  
The three figures that follow present data that summarise the self-authorship development 
of the 15 participants’ as they transitioned from study into professional practice. These figures 
highlight changes in participants’ self-authorship which was made possible by using the 
comparative data from Phase 1 to Phase 2. Each figure illustrates one of the dimensions of self 
authorship and the patterns of thinking identified within each dimension as discussed in Chapter 
5. Three new patterns of thinking emerged from the Phase 2 data and these are introduced 
through illustrative quotes selected from Phase 2 interview transcripts.  
6.2.1 Personal Epistemology Dimension  
Few changes, in fact, were noted in the participants’ personal epistemologies as they moved 
into professional practice. Figure 6.1 illustrates that 10 of the 15 participants continued to 
primarily describe a practical reflective pattern of thinking. This pattern of thinking is a ‘trial and 
error’ approach to making decisions and taking action, when thinking about their practices in 
their professional work. Only one participant (Janice) was thought to hold a practical 
implementation pattern of epistemological thinking. Her Phase 2 interview responses indicated 
that she rarely reflected on the nature of the knowledge that she used in her work but rather 
accepted it as absolute. The remaining four participants it would seem demonstrated the most 
significant epistemological growth. Interview responses suggest that they saw their work as 
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complex and requiring critical judgments, characteristics of a complex evaluativist pattern and 
one within practical evaluativism. 
As highlighted in Figure 6.1 the final pattern of epistemological thinking complex 
evaluativism was only evident at Phase 2. Complex evaluativism goes beyond practical strategies 
to also include evaluation of theories. In this pattern of thinking knowledge is constructed by 
weighing up multiple perspectives including theories. Knowledge is believed to be personally 
constructed, allowing less reliance on experts and mentors (Creamer & Laughlin, 2005).  
 
Figure 6.1. Summary of Personal Epistemology Dimension Patterns over Phase 1 and Phase 2 
 
Phase 1 
Practical  
implementation 
(n=1) 
Janice  
 
 
Practical reflection  
(n=12) 
Marylyn, Chelsea, 
Wendy , Amanda, 
Barbara, Maria, 
Sharleen, Fiona, 
Keane, Alice, Helen, 
and Sonia 
 
Practical 
evaluativism 
 (n=2)  
Laura and Judith 
Phase 2 
Practical 
implementation 
 (n=1) 
Janice 
Practical reflection  
(n=10)  
Marilyn, Chelsea, 
Wendy, Amanda, 
Barbara, Maria, 
Sharleen, Fiona, 
Keane, and Alice 
Practical 
evaluativism 
(n=1) 
Helen 
Complex  
evaluativism 
(n=3) 
Laura, Judith, and 
Sonia 
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The personal construction of knowledge is illustrated in Laura's Phase 2 quote below where 
her personal epistemology has evolved from her earlier less critical approaches as a student 
where she accepted knowledge without critical reflection to a more active construction of 
knowledge. Laura has become more independent and reflective in her thinking. She no longer 
relies solely on other people to determine her own beliefs. 
I guess when I first started out a lot of what I was learning at TAFE was … putting 
that into practice.  But as I've become more experienced, I guess my own 
knowingness and learning (about) the behaviours of children and understanding the 
children a lot more in depth than I did when I first started, is probably in a lot of self-
reflection, on my own practice … and writing that down to look back on, to see 
whether that has sort of changed my attitude's changed, my opinions have changed 
on different things.…I've become a bit more discerning in working out different 
personality traits in children and the best way to deal with that. So that's possibly the 
experience… and the knowingness of understanding the children and where they're 
coming from, has probably been how I'd say my learning's changed and trusting my 
own intuition a lot more on things. 
So I guess learning for me is more trusting my own experience and my own 
knowledge and what I've gained through my personal experience of interacting with 
children, rather than just relying on theorists and other people's opinions of what 
they feel is right and wrong. 
6.2.2 Interpersonal Dimension 
The data for the interpersonal dimensions as illustrated in Figure 6.2 could be interpreted as 
indicating that the majority of practitioners (n=10) were reflecting an interactive collaborator 
pattern of thinking. The data suggest that typically these practitioners were still to some extent 
dependent on the authority of qualified and experienced colleagues to validate their opinions and 
to influence their judgements about professional practices. Janice is unique in that she was the 
only participant who at Phase 2 showed signs of continued significant dependence on authority 
figures, as a provisional collaborator. As illustrated in Figure 6.2, of the five participants who 
were described as provisional collaborators at Phase 1, two continued to indicate characteristics 
The Professional Identity of Early Career Child Care Practitioners  123 
of a dependent nature as they transitioned into professional practice and three developed more 
independent characteristics moving on to be described as interactive collaborations at Phase 2. Of 
the ten participants who were interactive collaborators at Phase 1, seven continued to describe the 
same interpersonal beliefs at Phase 2. The remaining three participants, Sonia, Judith and Laura 
evolved over time with their interview responses suggesting a focus on constructive 
collaborations in their professional practice or university study. Responses indicated that growth 
in interpersonal development was evident for six participants in total. More participants it would 
seem demonstrated growth over time in this dimension than they did for personal epistemology.  
 
Figure 6.2. Summary of Interpersonal Dimension Patterns over Phase 1 and 2 
 
Phase 1 
 
Provisional 
collaborator 
(n=5) 
Janice, Chelsea, 
Marilyn, Fiona, and 
Sharleen 
 
Interactive 
collaborator 
(n=10) 
 Keane, Alice, Helen, 
Wendy, Amanda, 
Barbara, Maria, 
Sonia, Laura, and 
Judith 
Phase 2 
Provisional 
collaborator 
(n=2) 
Janice and Chelsea 
 
Interactive 
collaborator 
(n=10) 
Marilyn, Fiona, 
Sharleen, Keane, 
Alice, Helen, Wendy, 
Amanda, Barbara, 
and Maria 
 
Constructive 
collaborator 
(n=3) 
Sonia, Laura, and 
Judith 
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The three participants, who displayed characteristics from within the constructive 
collaborator pattern of thinking in their interview responses, Sonia, Laura, and Judith, also 
described more evaluativist personal epistemologies (complex evaluativism) as they transitioned 
into professional practice and pursuit of further education. The constructive collaborator pattern 
emerged from Phase 2 data. It describes those participants who evidenced critical reflection in 
their collaborations with colleagues, parents and the professional community. This is evidenced 
in Judith’s Phase 2 quote below where she describes her collaborative practices with colleagues.  
Every week we had a list of topics that come up, and we voiced our opinions and 
talked about new ways to overcome challenges and then talked about different 
articles that had come out of the press or particular children that were having 
difficulties with certain things... It’s not just voicing our opinions and our thoughts. 
It’s also having research to back us up. 
It would seem that Judith no longer looked toward authority for clarification of beliefs but 
rather employed her strong personal epistemology to support constructive critical collaboration. 
 
6.2.3 Intrapersonal Dimension 
Within the intrapersonal dimension of self-authorship the focus is on the participant's 
developing sense of self. Participants’ sense of self is understood through the exploration of their 
personal beliefs, values and goals, the strength of these personal understandings and the 
confidence in which they are espoused. As illustrated in Figure 6.3, interview responses again 
indicated, that only the same three participants Sonia, Laura, and Judith demonstrated growth in 
their intrapersonal awareness. They were identified within the independent sense of self pattern 
of intrapersonal development. These participants were also identified within the complex 
evaluative and constructive collaborator pattern of thinking at Phase 2 suggesting that through 
their capacity for interdependence as self authored practitioners they were more able to critically 
negotiate other perspectives and participate actively in professional discourse. This suggests once 
again that there is a strong interconnected relationship between the three dimensions in the 
development of self-authorship.  
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 In Judith’s quote below, as she moved into professional practice, it appears that she has 
developed a more independent sense of self which supported her professional judgements and 
identity as a professional practitioner. This it would seem is essential in ongoing professional 
collaborations.  
In relation to my professional identity and my thoughts on different areas of child 
care, I do disagree with people. That can make it a little bit challenging. I think from 
experiences on prac, it was hard because a lot of the people who I didn’t quite agree 
with were older and had a lot more experience in the child care industry, so therefore 
didn’t really take the opportunity to listen to what I had to say or encourage my 
thoughts or opinions, more just stomp them, which is a little bit sad. But I guess in 
that situation now, I’d try to listen and understand and hear what they have to say, 
but just take certain bits and pieces of it, because I am me and I can develop my own 
sense of self, my own personal judgments and opinions, and I can listen to what they 
say, but it doesn’t mean I have to take it on. 
 As indicated in Figure 6.3 intrapersonal growth for the remainder of the participants at 
Phase 2 remained stable. Three practitioners maintained a dependent sense of self moving into 
professional practice and nine continued to display characteristics within the transitional sense of 
self pattern of thinking.  
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Figure 6.3. Summary of Intrapersonal Dimension Patterns over Phase 1 and 2 
6.2.4 Professional Identity 
The patterns of thinking which emerged from the Phase 1 interview responses, which 
described students’ self-authorship, suggested that their professional identity was such that none 
were interdependently critically reflecting on practice. As participants completed their studies 
and moved into professional practice or higher education, the interconnected elements of personal 
epistemology, interpersonal and intrapersonal development were used to understand the nature of 
their professional identities at Phase 2. The professional identity patterns which emerged from 
this analysis are illustrated in Figure 6.4. As the students transitioned into professional practice or 
higher education it became evident from the interview responses that each followed different 
paths on their journey toward self-authorship and their understandings of themselves as members 
of the ECEC profession. As also noted by Baxter Magolda (2010) in reference to her 2001 
longitudinal study, for some of her participants, much like Helen in this study, their journey 
toward self-authorship was not portrayed as taking a straight path, rather sometimes intersecting 
Phase 1  
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Janice, Marilyn, 
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Transitional sense 
of self 
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Wendy, Amanda, 
Barbara, Maria, 
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Phase 2 
Dependent 
sense of self 
(n=3) 
Janice, Marilyn, 
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Transitional 
sense of self 
(n=9) 
Wendy, Amanda, 
Barbara, Maria, 
Sharleen, Fiona, 
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Helen 
Independent 
sense of self 
(n=3) 
Sonia, Laura, and 
Judith 
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between elements with growth occurring in one dimension ahead of the corresponding growth in 
another dimension. Helen’s interview responses indicated for example, that she remained stable 
in both her interpersonal and intrapersonal development from Phase 1 to Phase 2 but 
demonstrated maturity in her personal epistemology moving into professional practice. Helen’s 
journey is explored in detail in her profile and suggests that the cohesive and reflective culture of 
her workplace supported her personal epistemological development. This growth it would seem 
was not reflected in her perceptions of herself as a professional practitioner with her professional 
identity remaining emergent.  
 
Figure 6.4. Summary of Professional Identity Patterns over Phase 1 and Phase 2. 
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Two distinctive patterns of professional identity emerged out of the Phase 1data analysis: a 
tentative professional identity and emergent professional identity. From the analysis of Phase 2 
data a further pattern of professional identity emerged: A self-authored professional identity. 
Three participants, (Sonia, Judith and Laura) as highlighted in Figure 6.4, were described at 
Phase 2 as having a self-authored professional identity. As illustrated in Table 6.1, a self-
authored professional identity is characterised by, among other characteristics, a self-authoring 
capacity for interdependence, with participants demonstrating clearer and more independent 
perceptions of themselves as professionals. Typically these practitioners expressed their respect 
for the needs and beliefs of others, they critically negotiated other perspectives to determine their 
own pedagogical beliefs and unlike participants identified in the previous patterns, they expressed 
a commitment to advocating for their position as early childhood professionals. 
 
Table 6.1. Characteristics of a Self-authored Professional Identity 
Personal epistemology 
These practitioners were identified from within the complex evaluativist pattern of thinking.  
 Personal knowledge is seen as tentative, evolving and needing to be backed up by theoretical 
evidence.  
 Constructivist view of learning in which there is respect for children’s integrity as learners. 
Children’s abilities, strengths and contributions to knowledge are recognised 
Interpersonal 
These practitioners were all from within the constructive collaborator pattern 
 Has a strong, respectful and collaborative partnership with children, parents, colleagues and the child 
care community. 
Intrapersonal 
All from within the independent sense of self pattern 
 Strong and internally defined sense of self. 
 Has independently developed mature and strong personal beliefs and values based on the evaluation 
of multiple perspectives and approaches 
 Has developed pedagogical beliefs about the qualities and practices that underpin the child care 
profession.  
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 Is an advocate for the recognition of child care as a profession 
 Has confidence in their professional abilities and qualities.  
 
 Sonia's Phase 2 quote below clearly illustrates the nature of her self-authored professional 
identity and the relationship between the interconnected dimensions of self-authorship. 
Professional identity means your beliefs and your ideas and your values and how that 
helps you in the workforce. So how you believe children learn within the setting and 
continue to have this firm passionate belief throughout your practices. Using this to 
enhance your understanding and be able to explain to other people why you’re an 
early childhood professional. (Sonia) 
Sonia emphasises above that her professional identity is defined through her pedagogical 
beliefs, ideas and values, her sense of self. Central to her identity as a professional are her 
interpersonal and epistemological capacities to communicate these beliefs to the wider 
community. As a self-authored individual Sonia can be described as one who is able to think 
critically and construct knowledge by evaluating evidence. She is able to build and sustain 
collaborative relationships with children, parents and colleagues both within her community of 
practice and the broader sociocultural contexts (Manning-Morton, 2006).  
At Phase 2 the majority of practitioners (n=9) as highlighted in Figure 6.4, were still 
demonstrating self-authoring traits evident in the emergent pattern of professional identity 
development. As highlighted in Chapter 5, there was no evidence suggesting that these 
participants were using critical reflection in their practices. Although they did reflect on and to 
some extent question other perspectives they were still dependent on their more qualified and 
experienced colleagues to validate their beliefs and practices. Helen it would seem was the only 
participant identified within the emergent pattern of professional identity whose responses 
indicated a practical evaluative personal epistemology. This anomaly is examined in-depth in her 
profile in the next section of this chapter. 
The three remaining participants (Janice, Marilyn and Chelsea) identified as holding a 
tentative professional identity at Phase 1, continued to demonstrate characteristics from within 
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this pattern as they moved into professional practice. It would appear from their interview 
responses that their identity within their community of practice remained linked to their role as 
carer which was identified by practical and routine tasks. Janice as the only participant identified 
within the practical implementation pattern of personal epistemology was selected to profile. 
The next section of this chapter elaborates on the Phase 1 and 2 change-data overviewed in 
this section. Through the presentation of five detailed participant profiles, in-depth understanding 
of the three intersecting self-authorship dimensions: personal epistemology, interpersonal, and 
intrapersonal will be provided. The three dimensions of self-authorship are explored in varied 
sequence depending on the individual narrative and the unique journey of each participant. These 
comprehensive understandings further contribute to the findings which address research question 
two: How do child care practitioners understand and negotiate their professional identities as 
they move from being vocational education students to work in child care contexts?  
Profiles of five of the 15 participants are presented to provide an in-depth understanding of 
the nature of vocationally-trained practitioners’ evolving perceptions of professional identity. 
These five participants were chosen from within each of the established professional identity 
patterns at Phase 2. One from the tentative pattern (n=3), two from the emergent professional 
identity pattern (n=9), and two from the final pattern, self-authored professional identity (n=3). 
Two of the five profiled participants were from the part-time study cohort and three were from 
the full-time. Each participant represents one of many pathways toward professional identity 
development. The individual stories provide insights into their self-authorship growth and the 
cultural and contextual influences on their journey toward clear perceptions of professional 
identity. 
6.3 Profile 1: Janice - Developing Confidence 
At the time of her first interview Janice was 18 and living with her parents. She was 14 
months into her full-time study at TAFE, completing her Diploma of Children’s Services. 
Janice's interview took place during her third and last child care field placement in a long day 
privately owned child care centre. Janice's Diploma was her first academic undertaking since 
finishing high school. Two years later Janice was again interviewed. By this time she had 
finished her child care studies and had been working as an assistant in a long day child care 
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centre for nearly 18 months. This profile follows Janice's self-authorship development through 
her TAFE studies and into professional practice. Selected quotes from her transcribed interviews 
will inform how the three intersecting self-authorship dimensions personal epistemology, 
interpersonal and intrapersonal, inform understandings of her professional identity development.  
Janice, during both her interviews, was somewhat shy and required prompting to answer a 
number of the questions. In some cases Janice's response was unrelated to the question asked. 
When prompted again, she would repeat a similar response. Her body language, specifically her 
lack of eye contact suggested she was self-consciousness about being interviewed. 
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6.3.1 Janice’s Self-Authorship Growth 
The absence of change in self-authorship for Janice is illustrated below in Figure 6.5 and 
discussed, in respect to the personal epistemology, interpersonal, and intrapersonal dimensions in 
this section.  
      
Figure 6.5. Janice’s Self-authorship Growth over Phase 1 and Phase 2. 
 
Personal Epistemology 
At both Phase 1 and Phase 2 as illustrated in Figure 6.5, Janice's personal learning reflected 
practical implementation patterns of thinking. Janice is the only participant identified within this 
pattern and therefore the only participant profiled. In this pattern of thinking, knowledge is 
typically viewed as certain. As highlighted in Chapter four, strategies were observed and 
modelled during centre placements and professional practice. Data suggest that Janice viewed 
knowledge received from her TAFE teachers and group leader as absolute and accepted it 
without reflection. Both Phase 1 and Phase 2 data suggest that Janice relied on her Group leader 
for instruction and guidance in most matters. Emphasis was placed on the practical 
implementation of ideas and completing routines without reflection or the need for an informed 
opinion on such activities. There is no suggestion at either Phase 1 or 2 that Janice is personally 
constructing knowledge. This is explored in detail using quotes from Janice's Phase 1 and Phase 2 
interviews. 
At Phase 1 Janice reflects on what she has been learning during her full-time TAFE study.  
Janice 
Phase 1 
Practical 
implementation 
Dependent 
sense of self 
Provisional 
collaborator 
Janice 
Phase 2 
Practical 
implementation 
Dependent 
sense of self 
Provisional 
collaborator 
The Professional Identity of Early Career Child Care Practitioners  133 
At TAFE we’ve been taught to make a plan, you look at your interests and see if 
they’re interested in ball play, then you would try to give them activities about ball 
play so they can learn a bit more...... If you just plan some activities the children 
might not even be interested in it, and they won’t get as much out of it. (Phase 1) 
Janice explains and justifies the practice of extending children's interests in simplistic 
terms. It is evident from her above comment that she views what she has been “taught” at TAFE 
as relatively certain. This somewhat naive epistemological belief perceives knowledge as 
absolute and able to be transferred by an authority or expert. This is again illustrated in her 
reflection below. 
The teachers at TAFE are pretty much the ones you look up to, they’re teaching so 
you learn things from them.....Just by teaching us the ways, and things of what to do, 
and just there to help pretty much, and just guide us through child care. (Phase 2) 
The above quote suggests Janice holds absolutist epistemological beliefs, believing 
knowledge from her teachers does not need to be examined. They teach her “the ways, and the 
things of what to do.” There was no evidence in Janice's Phase 1 interview that suggested she 
evaluated or reflected on what she learnt at TAFE, rather accepted it as truth. This absolutist view 
of knowledge is characteristic of the practical implementation pattern of thinking. Janice was the 
only participant who was identified as holding epistemological beliefs, characterised within the 
practical implementation category. The following quote from Phase 2 further suggests that Janice 
is not yet processing knowledge in a way that supports her in the construction of her own 
opinions and beliefs. It is important to note that in isolation this quote could also alternatively 
suggest that Janice is holding on to knowledge gained during TAFE as she has not yet 
experienced anything that would make her question it. However, when analysed in conjunction 
with other comments in her interview it would suggest that knowledge Janice has acquired from 
TAFE at Phase 1 has not made her think “differently”. It would seem apparent from this 
comment that she is not reflecting critically or developing her own informed opinion. 
Pretty much all the knowledge that I’ve learnt has come into practice in the job and 
there’s not really times when knowledge that I’ve gained has made me think 
differently about that learning. (Phase 2) 
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. During the time between her first and second interview Janice had completed her Diploma 
in children's services and secured a full time position as an assistant. Phase 2 data revealed some 
maturity in Janice's epistemological beliefs in the two years since her last interview with limited 
evidence that Janice has the ability to reflect. When asked at Phase 2 how she would go about 
learning something that she thought was important to know in helping her to be a good group 
leader, she replied: 
Asking the other group leaders and assistants and the director. Also researching or 
going back through my notes that I’ve had from TAFE. At TAFE we learnt about 
activities and setting up rooms and stuff..... Because I’ve been asked by my group 
leader, how do I think I could set up the room and I looked back through my notes 
and saw these are good ways of putting this here, so this can work and stuff like that. 
First I’d probably go to the group leader because she’s been in there, been group 
leader for a long time, so she can help you out. (Phase 2) 
Janice's above response to the question still reflects a very practical epistemology with a 
focus on collecting ideas and setting up the room. It would seem that her beliefs about the nature 
of knowledge are simple. At this point data suggests that Janice believes knowledge to involve 
the collection of isolated information and ideas that she can apply in a practical nature. This is a 
trait shared by participants indentified within the practical implementation pattern of thinking. 
The above quote also suggests that professional practice has offered Janice more means of 
collecting her “ideas”. She now looks to her group leader and TAFE notes to source information. 
At Phase 2 Janice's sources of knowledge have broadened but she continues to remain reliant on 
authority without indication of any genuine personal construction of knowledge. Based on her 
interview response Janice does not indicate any evidence of reflection or evaluation. Nor does she 
identify or weigh-up any competing claims. Janice's beliefs about knowledge are evidenced 
further below in her comment regarding centre professional development. 
I’ve been to an ‘Early years learning framework seminar’. It was interesting because 
that’s the way programming is going to become now. It just gave me the knowledge of 
what the group leaders are going to do now and helping me to understand that I can - 
the lady at the seminar said you can help and not just because you’re an assistant 
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doesn’t mean you don’t have your opinions and you can help out the group leader. 
Yes it gives us.... I don’t know..... feel more important so that the group leader’s not 
the most important one in there. We’re actually part of it, helping out. (Phase 2) 
In the above quote Janice describes how she is given knowledge. This again suggests Janice 
considers knowledge to be transmissive, able to be transferred to her from, in this case, an expert 
in the field. Although above, Janice comments that the seminar helps her understand what she 
'can do' she sees this as means to 'help out' her group leader rather than develop her own 
understandings about practice. This quote gives an insight into how the interconnecting 
dimensions of self-authorship influence each other, shaping the foundations upon which Janice is 
building her professional identity. It suggests that Janice's dependence and transmission of 
knowledge influences her capacity to construct her own beliefs. This subsequently influences the 
development of a more professional and confident relationship with her group leader, thus 
influencing Janice's developing sense of self.  
Having completed her Diploma and with nearly two years experience as a child care 
practitioner Janice still identifies herself as “a helper”. It has been suggested thus far that her 
more naive, practical implementation patterns of personal epistemological thinking may be 
connected in some way to these perceptions. Of most significance, it would seem, is her low 
confidence and developing maturity in the personal construction of knowledge. Below, through 
further exploration of Janice's Phase 1 and Phase 2 transcripts, these interpersonal skills and 
beliefs are explored in more detail.  
Interpersonal  
It has become apparent that at Phase 2 Janice relied on her group leader for direction and 
decision making in her practice as an assistant and guidance in becoming a group leader. The 
following examination of Janice's interpersonal skills and beliefs also highlights her hesitation in 
developing professional relationships and communicating with colleagues and families. Janice's 
low confidence it would seem, also extends to her interactions with the children. This 
dependence, low interpersonal confidence and emergent interpersonal skills are characteristics 
distinctive of provisional collaborators. Provisional collaborators place emphasis on being 
friendly and well liked by centre parents. They are characteristically followers or observers in 
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centre collaboration with colleagues and parents. The following quote highlights that at Phase 2, 
at the point of transition into professional practice Janice had very little confidence in her group 
interactions with the children. 
She[her group leader] helps me be confident, because group time’s a big thing about 
the routine in the day. So at the start of the year I wasn’t too good with getting up 
with the group and everything and she’s helped me get better at doing that part of the 
routine every day, stories and group time and everything…By just giving me the 
resources and letting me know how I can relate to what they’ve done and also 
because we do a shared schedule so I sometimes have to get the children up and help 
- and use their ideas. But sometimes I get stuck for ideas how to extend on them and 
then she gives me ideas on how I can extend on their ideas so I can get the program 
done. (Phase 2) 
The above quote indicates that with more experience as a practitioner and guidance from 
her group leader Janice's confidence has developed to the point where she is now able to manage 
group and story times.  It is evident however that Janice is still very much the student, relying on 
continual guidance and instruction from her group leader to function in her position. The quote 
below illustrates the level of instruction and mentorship Janice's group leader provides, again 
highlighting Janice's dependent nature.   
The other day we were working with children doing box construction and she was 
trying to tell me that we’ve got to get them to problem solve. So we have to use 
questions like, how do you think this is going to stay, so they can get their problem-
solving going instead of us telling them what to do. I remembered that from class that 
we had to do that but we have never done it before actually in the service so it was 
very interesting to listen to what she said. (Phase 2) 
The above interaction described by Janice again suggests a need for instruction and 
direction. Janice reflects that she learnt about encouraging children’s problem solving at TAFE 
but has not implemented it herself or observed her colleagues doing so in her two years of 
professional practice. This suggests that she relies on those around her to model best practice. 
There is no evidence at this point that indicates Janice uses her initiative to make her own 
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decisions about practice. When asked what she would do if she had a different viewpoint to that 
of her group leader she replied: 
That’s a hard one because you’re the assistant; you don’t want to tell the group 
leader what to do so I hadn’t had that many times that’s happened. But I can always 
listen to her point of view and then maybe someone else can help me understand her 
way or - so I can talk to someone else about their opinion and maybe take theirs on 
board as well and compromise with her and me on the other stuff they can help. 
(Phase 2) 
The above response first highlights Janice's somewhat hierarchical perception of her role 
within the centre. Without further detail regarding the cohesiveness of the centre it is difficult to 
establish if Janice's perception of her role is in fact because of her confidence or the culture of the 
centre. The above comment also illustrates her certainty and faith in her group leader's opinions. 
Her reasoning behind her chosen strategy to seek the opinion of a third party, suggests she does 
not yet have the confidence or capacity to come to her own conclusions without the support of 
others. At no point does she mention consideration of her own point of view. This dependence on 
authority is also evident below in her interactions with parents. Janice’s responses do not reflect 
confidence in her interpersonal abilities.  
Parents, they’re a hard one because you only see them when they pick them up and 
when they drop them off in the mornings, so there’s only a small amount of time. 
There’s not as many challenges unless the parents don’t - if you give them an idea, 
they don’t take the ideas on or if they disagree with a way that this was dealt with the 
children or something like that and that’s when the group leader can assist or the 
director can assist with that. (Phase 2) 
Janice's above comment suggests that as an assistant she has limited constructive 
interaction with parents. Her comment regarding giving ideas to parents is somewhat naive and 
again reflects her transmissive understandings about the source of knowledge. The quote below 
illustrates Janice's desire to build relationships with parents and gain their approval. This is a 
characteristic shared by provisional collaborators.  
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Just being there and letting them know that you’re there for the children and that you 
can build a relationship with them. Because you’re getting to know their children, it 
means that you’re getting to know the parents and that if they see that you’re working 
really, really well with the children, they’ll want to work and talk to you. (Phase 2) 
The following quote suggests that Janice's shyness initially made communication difficult. 
She has had to work on her confidence to assist in establishing relationships with parents.  
Because usually I’m a very shy person and sometimes it’s hard for me to get out of 
my bubble kind of thing and if you had to talk to me when I started...My group leader 
said don’t be afraid to talk to parents. They would like to know about their child’s 
day and they’re happy to listen about that...I’ve kind of had to figure out my own 
strategies of how I could approach them. It might just be as much as hello how are 
you going, even if it’s not your child from your room as long as you smile and greet 
them. (Phase 2) 
Janice reflects above on the advice given to her by her group leader and strategies she has 
developed to assist her in building confidence in her communication with parents. It would seem 
that Janice's interpersonal confidence is quite low. The data suggest that this is related to her 
hesitancy in expressing her ideas to colleagues and parents. Exploration of Janice's intrapersonal 
development below also suggests that her low confidence and dependence on her colleagues’ 
influences not only her ability to function independently but also the development of her own 
beliefs about practice.  
Intrapersonal  
The following quotes from Janice's Phase 1 and Phase 2 interviews explore her 
intrapersonal growth as she transitions from her TAFE study into professional practice. Data 
suggest that Janice is yet to realise any of her own internally driven beliefs about practice. Her 
few personal beliefs are defined through the observation of and direction from her esteemed 
colleagues, specifically her group leader and director. Janice's dependent sense of self is an 
intrapersonal position characterised by her low confidence and limited enquiry.  
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Looking back at Janice's Phase 1 interview, the quote below indicates that her initial 
decision to enrol in her Diploma of Child care at TAFE was motivated by the enjoyment of her 
work experience in high school.  
First I wasn’t too sure what I wanted to do after school, and I’d done work 
experience in child care and I thought I liked it so I thought I’d do a course of it. So it 
sounded like a cool idea, so straight from school I decided to do the course and 
diploma. (Phase 1) 
The above quote suggests that Janice had little knowledge or established beliefs about child 
care before deciding to complete the course. Below in her earliest understandings of practice she 
believed her role would be one of a child minder, providing ‘activities randomly’ for children.  
I never had thought about child care or what you learn in child care. Before I went in 
I still would have had the same idea that you’re just there to look after them, I had no 
idea about plans, or planning for their interests, I never knew about that..... I thought 
they just chose activities randomly for children to do, but now that I know that they 
try to do it for their interests.(Phase 1) 
TAFE has since offered Janice new insights into how children learn. Her new 
understandings have assisted her in identifying her role as both a carer and educator. 
I see my role as being a carer, not just care for them but to help them learn. So it’s 
not just looking after children, but getting their ideas, and their interests, and doing 
plans for their interests and stuff. (Phase 1) 
Moving into professional practice on the completion of TAFE, Janice gives some insight 
into the perception of her role at this time. The quotes below indicate the personal struggle Janice 
faces in regard to her sense of self as a professional practitioner.  
Well because at the start I didn’t know what I was going to do and first I tried out for 
the group leader but then I thought it felt a bit too hard and that I could do assistant 
for a little while. Then build up my confidence to become group leader so I’m 
hopefully going to do that. (Phase 2) 
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“I did it for a while and then it got a bit hard so I went back to assistant for a little bit 
and they brought another lady in for group leader. But that was okay because I could 
still help her out as well. (Phase 2) 
The above comments suggest that Janice's reluctance to move into a permanent group 
leader position is a result of her lack of confidence in her professional abilities. She describes the 
group leader position as being 'too hard' and has determined that more experience would assist in 
building her confidence. Below she continues; elaborating that working with her colleagues in a 
high quality centre will better her identity. 
 Well there’s the just working in the different rooms and working with other staff. 
Working with the director and just seeing all the awards on the walls and seeing that 
the centre is a good centre and I’m definitely working at the centre, so I feel good 
that I’ve worked at the centre and that it’s helped me to better my identity. (Phase 2) 
The above quote suggests that membership in her professional community provides Janice 
with a sense of pride that her sense of self and confidence does not yet reflect. Janice's veneration 
of her centre, again suggests her absolutist regard of their expertise and authority. This faith in 
the expertise of authority figures and her dependence on them to provide her with beliefs about 
practice warrants further consideration of the learning cultures and individuals upon which Janice 
depends. These are examined below using quotes from her Phase 1 and Phase 2 interviews.   
6.3.2 Contextual Influences 
The following quotes explore the contextual influences during Janice’s child care training 
and transition into professional practice. Data suggest that these environments including 
professional practice, TAFE tutoring, and centre placements have all to some extent influenced 
Janice’s progress toward self-authorship. Prior discussion has already established that Janice’s 
membership in her professional community has contributed to understandings of herself as a 
professional. Below she relates that the centre learning culture is such that it encourages staff to 
attend professional development sessions.  
We do have a professional development that we can go to different ones and we have 
a lady who organises it all and sends out the staff to each of them. You can always 
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ask. She’s always there if you want to go to a specific development seminar or 
whatever. She will set it up for us and the centre will pay for it. (Phase 2) 
In the 18 months she has worked at the centre Janice indicated that she had attended one 
professional development session. As detailed in an earlier quote on page 132, her attendance at 
the session, including encouragement from the co-ordinator to express her opinions did not dispel 
her perception of herself as a helper. Throughout her profile data has highlighted the relationship 
between this perception and her practical implementation patterns of personal epistemological 
thinking, specifically, her low confidence and developing maturity in the personal construction of 
knowledge about her practice. Although the centre provides professional development for staff it 
would seem that Janice does not take advantage of this opportunity. It is not evident why this is 
the case. In her Phase 2 interview Janice was asked if she was a member of any professional 
associations. Her response below suggests that if the centre does actively encourage professional 
discourse through these associations Janice has not been made aware of it.  
Not at the moment. I’m not too sure which associations there are. But if there were 
any associations specifically for child care I would look them up and hear about what 
they’ve got. 
Facilitator: How do you think this would assist you in your work? 
Just probably as an extra thing to think about to see if there are any professional 
associations that could help me out and help the centre out. 
Facilitator: Have professional associations been discussed at work? 
No. (Phase 2) 
Janice's response to "How do you think this would assist you in your work?" suggests again 
that her professional identity is linked directly to her association with the centre. She would 
consider how membership in a professional association would assist not just her, but also the 
centre. Although Janice espouses her interdependent affiliation with her centre her previous 
responses suggest one that is dependent. In the following Phase 1 quote Janice's comment 
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suggests that she also attributes her professionalism and subsequent professional identity to the 
knowledge she has acquired from her practised and informed TAFE teachers.  
It’s pretty much just taught me everything I need to know about how to be a good 
child care professional, how to - because it’s taught me how to be a professional 
child care worker, therefore it’s given me a professional identity. Because I know that 
they’ve been in child care before, they’ve been in it, so you know that you can look up 
to them because they know what they’re doing. So you know what they’re doing so 
you know that they can help you. (Phase 1) 
Janice’s above comment also highlights her somewhat simplistic perceptions regarding her 
professional identity. Training in her field she suggests, has given her a professional identity. 
While training does not provide a professional identity, it is widely accepted as an aspect of it. 
These perceptions are examined in more detail in the following section through the exploration of 
the interconnectivity of Janice's personal epistemology, intrapersonal and interpersonal 
development. 
6.3.3 Integration of the Three Self-Authorship Dimensions. 
Data suggest that Janice's professional identity is directly related to her position of assistant 
within her workplace. The data indicate that Janice’s perception of her role does not go beyond 
that of an assistant or “helper”. Janice's identity as a professional child care practitioner like her 
knowledge is dependent on others. Her professional identity it would seem, is directly associated 
with the reputation of her centre. Her self-authorship growth as evidenced in her profile reflects a 
tentative professional identity which as illustrated in Figure 6.6, did not change from Phase 1 to 
Phase 2.  
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Figure 6.6. The Integration of the Three Self-authorship Dimensions: Janice’s Professional 
Identity over Phase 1 and Phase 2 
 
Although Janice aspires to be a group leader it would seem she lacks the knowledge and 
initiative to collaborate confidently with her group leader in pedagogical practice. Ledoux et al. 
(2008) suggested the need for students and new practitioners to have both the freedom and 
encouragement to show initiative, and to be able to personally and collaboratively influence 
pedagogy and practice. There is no evidence in the interview data to suggest that Janice 
participates in reflection of practice beyond practical routine tasks. Prior studies have suggested 
that critical reflection is essential in making connections between personal and professional ideals 
and knowledge. To develop strong perceptions of professional identity this is essential (Manning-
Morton, 2006).  
Janice’s interpersonal participation in the centre community is dependant. There is no 
evidence of interactions that suggest interdependence. Janice's low confidence and practical 
implementation epistemological orientation, as suggested by her interview responses, does not 
support professional membership in this group, suggesting a tentative professional identity.  
Below, when asked what being a professional child care practitioner meant to her, Janice 
replied: 
Personally I think it’s their qualifications. If people come up to you and say are you 
really a professional? You can say I’ve got my diploma. I’ve had to learn all these 
specific things so that’s how I believe I’m professional because I’ve got my 
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qualifications and can back up what I’m saying if parents ask why are you doing it 
this way? I have the qualifications to be one. So I believe that because I’ve had my 
qualifications, I’ve done the study, I’ve now worked within the child care centre for a 
while, I’ve begun to get my professional identity. (Phase 2) 
The above quote highlights the significance of Janice's child care qualification in 
establishing membership in her professional community. Interestingly, she identifies that 
completion of her Diploma has provided her with “specific things” that enable her to justify her 
decisions to parents. Previous comments suggested that due to her low-confidence she would 
look to her group leader or director to assist with discourse of this more professional nature. This 
contradiction once again highlights the discrepancy between Janice's sense of self and espoused 
professional identity. Her sense of self as a practitioner is that of a helper, still developing the 
confidence and independence to practice as an educator with the ability to do “programming” and 
participate in professional discourse. Her above comment suggests that with her qualification and 
ongoing experience in a professional centre she believes she is on her way to developing her own 
professional identity. This is also illustrated below where she emphasises how child care 
practitioners are wrongly perceived by the community. 
People on the outside only see us as babysitters. But we now are called educators and 
see ourselves as educators. Sometimes the outside world doesn’t see us as educators; 
they only see us as just babysitting. (Phase 2)  
Janice perceives child care practitioners, including herself “we”, a qualified practitioner, as 
educators. She justifies this belief below, highlighting the importance of child care in preparing 
children for school.  
We are teaching them all different skills that they’re going to use for later in life. 
We’re watching them through their development and helping them through their 
development. Child care is the first place that they go throughout life so we’re 
planning for later on, school and things like that. (Phase 2) 
It is evident from the above quote that Janice holds child care in high regard. She associates 
qualifications and professional experience with professionalism and membership into the 
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professional community. The development of her self-worth and confidence as a professional 
within her field is another matter. When asked what qualities she believed a professional group 
leader should hold, Janice replied, highlighting the very qualities that she earlier identified she 
needed to develop. 
There are many. I’ve thought of many but important ones are programming. Knowing 
how to program. Working with the children really closely, both working together with 
the assistant and director and other staff. Supporting families, decision-making and 
just helping the children in their development. (Phase 2) 
Earlier data suggest that Janice does not have the confidence and knowledge to collaborate 
critically with colleagues and parents. Without this knowledge and confidence to aid critical 
reflection and interpersonal collaboration we see little opportunity for growth in Janice's sense of 
self and the development of the qualities she highlights above. Janice's shows a lack of 
confidence, naive epistemic beliefs and interpersonal dependence. This highlights the relationship 
between personal epistemology, interpersonal and intrapersonal development indicating how they 
interconnect to assist self-authorship growth (Baxter Magolda, 2010). 
Below Janice suggests how she believes she can grow as a child care practitioner, improve 
her identity and reach her goal to work as a group leader. 
I’m definitely hoping to get more experience and then becoming group leader to get 
to improve on my identity, being more professional. I think it’s more the - just not 
being confident enough to be group leader and having all those responsibilities until 
I’ve helped - that’s why I ask my group leader to help me out to let me do 
programming sometimes so I can get more experience in doing programming and 
thinking of activities and doing the routine stuff. (Phase 2)  
In the above quote, Janice again emphasises that helping her group leader and continuing in 
her assistant role will develop her confidence and practical skills such as “thinking of activities” 
and doing the ‘routine stuff’. This she states will also improve her identity as a professional. 
Baxter Magolda and King (2007) emphasised that students might only enact self-authorship if the 
context in which they find themselves is supportive. Knowledge for Janice is not seen as complex 
and socially constructed.  
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It would seem that without the epistemological beliefs and knowledge to support a more 
reflective approach to learning, her journey toward self-authorship will be difficult. More 
reflection and evaluation is necessary for her to develop the confidence and knowledge to 
participate in constructive collaboration with her colleagues. With this knowledge and ability to 
collaborate more constructively, her sense of self will better support her professional identity 
giving her the confidence to be an active member of her professional centre community rather 
than the auxiliary role in which she currently identifies herself.  
6.4 Profile 2: Wendy - Finding a Place. 
Wendy has been working in the same community-based long day child care centre for 
nearly 6 years. At Phase 1 she was completing her Diploma of Children’s Services externally and 
working 4 days a week in the baby’s room as an assistant. Wendy gained some experience as a 
group leader during this time, relieving in the position when her colleagues were away. Wendy at 
Phase 1 was married with a 2-year-old son. Visiting Wendy two years later, at her second 
interview, she has just finished her Diploma and is pregnant with her second child. Until her 
recent maternity leave she has been working as a group leader in the 3-5 year room, 3 days a 
week.  
6.4.1 Wendy’s Self-Authorship Growth 
The lack of change in Wendy’s self-authorship is illustrated in Figure 6 .7, and is 
discussed in this section in respect to the personal epistemology, interpersonal, and intrapersonal 
dimensions. 
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Personal Epistemology  
As illustrated in Figure 6.7 above, data analysis from both Wendy’s Phase 1 and Phase 2 
interviews indicated a personal epistemology which was practical in nature. Wendy employs trial 
and error as a tool to aid her understandings and decisions about best practice. Data suggest 
Wendy trusts and depends on the authority of her qualified and experienced teachers and 
colleagues to aid in informing her own opinions and to make judgements in her practice. These 
characteristics illustrate a personal epistemology that suggests a practical reflection pattern of 
thinking. Wendy's capacity to engage in practical reflection distinguishes her from the previous 
practical implementation pattern evident in Janice’s profile.  
The following quote from Wendy’s Phase 1 interview suggests she learns everyday tasks 
through experiencing them then practicing them on a regular basis.  
The best way for me personally to learn something is to experience it and then put it 
into practice. If it’s everyday practice, it’s easier to do than if it’s, I forgot to do that 
today, I’ll do it tomorrow. You need to really do it every day. (Phase 1) 
The practical nature of her personal learning is reflected again below with Wendy 
indicating that she uses the up to date and informed information from her TAFE teachers in her 
practice. There is no indication in the interview data that she critically evaluates these 
perspectives or looks for alternatives.  
At TAFE I guess they would have up to date information which is always good to put 
into practice too... I mean they’re there to educate us and we pass that on to our 
centre children and families. So they would probably be the best people who are 
informed about current practices, information, new information that’s coming 
through. They’ve also had a great deal of experience of their own. (Phase 1) 
Below, at Phase 2 Wendy comments that when deciding on strategies to implement in her 
practice she would trial “good ideas or practices” that were recommended by teachers or 
colleagues she trusts. Participants’ who had a personal epistemology described as practical in 
nature, talked about implementing an observed or recommended strategy then reflecting on the 
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success of this strategy. Based on this reflection they then implemented alternative strategies. The 
quote below suggests that Wendy’s knowledge development is based on trialling the personal 
opinions and ideas of her teachers and colleagues.   
If I think it's a good idea or a good practice, then I will try and put it into practice. 
Especially people that I respect, that are colleagues or teachers. (Phase 2) 
Wendy indicates below that the viewpoints of her more knowledgeable and experienced 
teachers and colleagues should be respected. She would only trial the strategies they suggest if 
she thought they were a good idea. This indicates that her belief in these opinions is not absolute 
and that she does reflect on these opinions to some extent. 
I think you have to respect their viewpoints and I don't think I've worked in child care 
for that long. So, they would have - well some people would have more knowledge, 
understanding and experience than I would. If I didn't agree with it, it's not 
something that I would do - but if I thought it was a good idea, I would probably try it 
out. (Phase 2) 
There is no indication above of how Wendy determines the worth of one idea over another 
beyond the knowledge and experience of its holder. Below, she again refers to the support of her 
mentors. There is some indication here that Wendy is reflecting on these opinions. The term 
“bounce off” could imply the use of trial and error where reflection is used to determine the 
validity of a strategy subsequent to implementation.  
If I need some support with a child and I get an opinion from my director or another 
group leader, then I will take that on board because I respect their input. Again 
they’re educated in that area and I would trust them with their opinion and I would 
also want the opinion of the parent.  Then you’ve got all those ideas to bounce off, to 
work with the child. (Phase 2) 
The above comment suggests that Wendy, like the previous participant, Janice, collects 
ideas and opinions. Her inclusion of the parent's opinions in her support of the child highlights a 
more considered, reflective approach to decision making than Janice’s. This is illustrated again 
below when Wendy suggests that the more knowledge you have the more valid your opinion is.  
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I mean anybody can have an opinion about anything, it doesn’t mean it’s an informed 
opinion. If you’ve got something to offer, then that’s as good as anybody else’s, 
however you yourself have to be informed to make that decision. I think the more 
knowledge you have about something, the better you can have an opinion on that 
subject. (Phase 1) 
The emphasis in Wendy's comment above on the need for knowledge to determine the 
validity of people's opinions would suggest a more sophisticated personal epistemology. The 
quote below, however, indicates that she believes you need information (Knowledge) to 
determine the right answer or strategy that fits a given situation, context or child.  
I think not everything you do is right, but I do think that you need information to 
make the right choice, whether it’s the right choice in general or the right choice for 
that child.  There are no right answers, every child’s different, so there are hundreds 
of different answers for that child, for every child. (Phase 1) 
Wendy’s comment above highlights the common belief among practical reflection 
participants that there is no one right answer when working with children because they are all 
individuals. Emphasis is placed on observing, reporting and evaluating the individual child and 
their needs without consideration of relevant theory. Wendy considers the above in a practical 
sense rather than critically.  
This perception of an informed approach to decision making is again implied in her 
comment below where she reflects on the sources of knowledge she trusts to inform her decisions 
about best practice. Wendy does not indicate that she evaluates these sources rather takes them 
into consideration when coming to a decision. Again, there is no evidence in this response to 
suggest that she is critically reflecting or looking for alternative perspectives. At this point as 
indicated previously, it would seem that she is reflecting on which existing strategies apply to 
specific individual situations. There is no indication that she is weighing up new or different 
strategies or perspectives to come to a decision. 
I have to trust myself and sources of knowledge, like my director, my peers. Also 
there’s ‘Staying healthy in child care”, centre policies and regulations, all of those 
things you need to take into consideration, resource books as well. I guess the parent 
The Professional Identity of Early Career Child Care Practitioners  150 
and the child themselves. Most children will tell you if they don’t like something and 
you need to respect them.  You also need to respect the parents and their wishes for 
their child while they’re in your care. (Phase 1) 
In her Phase 2 comment below, Wendy indicates that she and her colleagues participate in 
regular professional development training sessions to get opinions and advice from the 
professionals. This comment suggests there is some discussion and reflection within these 
sessions. Wendy’s emphasis however is on receiving professional opinions and assistance with 
no indication that she herself participates in evaluative discussion beyond talking about problems. 
We do professional development at work every couple of months. We will do in- 
service training with professional consultants. We've just had behaviour management 
- which was really good. That's always great to have that environment where you can 
talk about problems that you're having and get the professionals’ opinion and your 
colleagues’ opinion about how you could handle the situation. (Phase 2) 
Interestingly, although Wendy indicates above that these in-service opportunities provide 
her with professional opinions and the opportunity to discuss any problems that she may have, 
she expresses concern that there is no follow-up discussion of the material after the evening.  
I have done a portfolio training course, which was last year... I would have liked to 
see more follow-up though, within our centre. Because I find that I learn better that 
way - you go to the evening, you learn about whatever is relevant to you at the time. 
But if you have follow-up as well, I find that it sinks in and is more relevant and you 
can use it a lot better than just having the one off evening. Just talking about what 
we've learnt together and implementing and having more support from your director. 
Just having her find out where you're at and how you're using the information that 
you've learnt and if it's working and if it's not, maybe trying something different and 
just discussing it a bit more and having more support. (Phase 2) 
The above Phase 2 comment suggests that Wendy is looking for more personal support and 
reassurance from her director. It also emphasises that she has considered and determined what 
strategies best support her personal learning.  
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Data indicate no recognisable distinction between Wendy’s personal epistemology at Phase 
1 and Phase 2. Her practical reflection patterns of thinking have remained consistent over the 
course of the study. Data suggest that at both Phase 1 and Phase 2 Wendy trusted and depended 
on the authority of her qualified and experienced teachers to inform her own opinions and to 
make judgements in her practice. Unlike Janice, however, Wendy emphasises the importance of 
knowledge to assist in the validation of people's opinions. Her approach to decision making is 
also more reflective, in that she also considers the opinions of parents when deciding on what 
strategies and approaches to trial. In the next section Wendy's interpersonal relationships with 
parents, her TAFE teachers and colleagues will be explored in more detail.  
Interpersonal  
Analysis of Wendy’s Phase 1 and Phase 2 interview transcripts suggest that her 
interpersonal relationships with her colleagues are somewhat dependent but at the same time 
based on cooperation and practical collaboration with an emphasis on teamwork and respect. As 
noted previously and further evidenced below, Wendy displays some dependence on her more 
qualified and experienced colleagues to guide her decision making. Data indicate that this 
dependence lessened as Wendy became more experienced in professional practice, with evidence 
of a more interdependent relationship developing with her colleagues. Wendy also emphasises 
that her communication skills are not strong, and expresses a need to improve her knowledge 
base to support her communication with colleagues and parents. These interpersonal beliefs and 
practices reflect characteristics held by interactive collaborators. They are explored below in 
detail referring to quotes from Wendy’s interview transcripts.  
The following quote indicates that at Phase 1 as a student, Wendy felt supported in her 
work environment. Her colleagues worked co-operatively with her, helping when necessary and 
dealing with issues in an open manner. This practical assistance and co-operation is characteristic 
of interactive collaborators. 
I find my work colleagues, the group leaders and assistants are great to work with. If 
you have any issues or anything you can talk to them freely about it and 9 times out of 
10, you can get help from them. (Phase 1) 
And below moving on to Phase 2, Wendy considers her own interpersonal style.  
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I'm friendly, open, easy going, will listen. I'll try to help if they have a problem - give 
them ideas or options about how they could help themselves. I'm happy to help if they 
need anything. (Phase 2) 
The above comment suggests that Wendy like her colleagues aspires to open and 
supportive work relationships. It also indicates that at Phase 2 Wendy had developed the 
confidence to share her ideas with her colleagues and to provide help when necessary. This focus 
on co-operative and practical collaborative partnerships in which ideas were discussed and shared 
was a typical approach employed by interactive collaborators. It is indicated in the following 
Phase 1 quote that these co-operative relationships are facilitated by attitudes that endorse 
equality, advocating equal partnerships in practice. These practices it would seem have provided 
Wendy with a supportive environment from her early Phase 1 experiences’ as a student into her 
practice as a qualified practitioner.  
I believe strongly in teamwork so we’re both equals.  The group leader and the 
assistant have equal roles here, equal job roles in the room. Also I like to be involved 
in the programming and planning of the room. We may often do things separately but 
maybe concentrating on different children on the one day.  Then we enter our 
information into the children’s portfolios (Phase 1) 
It is clear from the above quote that at Phase 1 Wendy was encouraged by her colleagues to 
take on assistant and group leader responsibilities, allowing her to explore and enact her 
developing beliefs in a respectful, collaborative and non- threatening environment. The respect 
and co-operation Wendy afforded her colleagues is also reflected in the quote below. The quote 
describes interpersonal practices that emphasise respect of the parent’s values and support for 
their individual requirements. Again these are attributes and values distinguishable within the 
interactive collaborator interpersonal category.  
I think you have to be genuine. You have to be definitely, be open-minded. You may 
not agree with how parents are raising their children but you’re there to care for 
their child and support them. In practice well you have to communicate with the 
parents what works for their child in a certain situation, whether it’s learning 
The Professional Identity of Early Career Child Care Practitioners  153 
difficulties or behaviour management or toileting and you have to take that on board 
when you’re with that child. (Phase 1) 
Wendy’s above comment illustrates her interactions with the parents suggesting that her 
collaboration is of a practical nature. Her aim, she indicates, is to communicate with the parents 
to establish mutual strategies to assist their child’s development then ‘take it on board’ or 
accommodate for this in her practice.  As with her colleagues there is no mention of reflecting or 
evaluating with parents in a critical manner as evident in the final interpersonal category 
described as constructive collaborator. Sharing of ideas in a practical manner with parents is a 
practice shared amongst the participants who were described as interactive collaborators. At 
Phase 2 in the following three quotes, Wendy expresses a similar practical collaborative attitude 
toward interpersonal relationships with the parents as she does at Phase 1. Her comment suggests 
that she has genuine respect for the parents and emphasises the importance of establishing open 
and friendly relationships to encourage them to share their viewpoints and personal family 
requirements.  
You have to be friendly, open, good communication skills. I think I am pretty easy to 
get along with - and respect, respect them professionally and personally. (Phase 2)  
 “With parents you have to respect their viewpoints about raising their child and 
listening and being friendly. Try to encourage them to open up about themselves and 
their child in the best way to look after their child. Respect for them and their family 
and their beliefs. (Phase 2) 
Having as much information on a subject as you can, before you go and talk to a 
parent about an issue or a concern you may have. Confidentiality is quite a big one 
and respect from your colleagues and for your colleagues, parents and children. 
(Phase 2)  
In these quotes there is no mention of collaborative partnerships beyond the friendly and 
respectful practical exchange of information. In the last quote she does however acknowledge the 
importance of being informed in her interactions. This may indicate a subtle shift in her 
epistemological understandings. As noted in regard to her practical reflection epistemological 
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beliefs, Wendy’s reflection does not move beyond that of trial and error. She conveys the 
importance of being both informed and confidential in her communication with parents. 
Interestingly though, in the Phase 2 quote below, Wendy indicates that communication, 
specifically professional discourse, is not her strong point and further study would support her 
development in this area. 
I think more study would give me a bigger knowledge base and it would just help me 
to communicate more with parents and children. Because I don't have fantastic 
communication skills - I think they could be a lot better...I guess sometimes I don't 
know how to put things or the right words to use. So I like to have as much 
information as I can before I go and discuss something, either with a parent or 
another colleague or particularly the director. (Phase 2) 
This quote suggests that Wendy’s unwillingness to take her discourse with her colleagues 
and parents to a more professional level is due in part to her inability to confidently articulate her 
knowledge and beliefs about practice. Wendy indicates that further study would assist her in 
building a ‘bigger knowledge base’ and improve her communication with parents and colleagues. 
This emphasises the importance of internal constructions of knowledge and strong perceptions of 
self in the development of interpersonal confidence. 
The above quotes indicate that Wendy’s interpersonal understandings and skills have 
remained relatively constant through her TAFE studies and into her professional practice. Data 
suggest that Wendy’s practical reflective personal epistemological beliefs and practices, such as 
trial and error, may not support a more critical approach to communication and collaboration. In 
the next section Wendy’s intrapersonal development will be explored. Current understandings of 
her personal epistemology and interpersonal development will be applied to the construction of 
her personal beliefs to establish an understanding of her developing sense of self. 
Intrapersonal  
Through exploration of Wendy’s personal epistemology it has been established that she 
employs trial and error to inform her understandings about practice. There is no evidence to 
indicate the construction of personal knowledge through critical reflection. In this intrapersonal 
section of her profile Wendy’s developing sense of self will be explored. Although Wendy 
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espouses the importance of having an informed opinion on which to base her beliefs, there is no 
indication that she herself constructs her own opinions about practice but rather emulates those of 
her trusted and valued teachers and colleagues. Understandings of Wendy’s intrapersonal 
development at both Phase 1 and Phase 2 would suggest that she maintained a transitional sense 
of self over this time. Participants identified within this intrapersonal pattern of thinking had 
developed some personal beliefs about best practice but were still, to some extent, dependent on 
the authority of their teachers and colleagues to validate their decisions. They were not yet 
looking beyond the opinions of their esteemed colleagues to create their own beliefs. Phase 1 and 
2 quotes will be explored below to build on these understandings of Wendy’s intrapersonal 
development.  
The following quote suggests that Wendy’s sense of self is to some extent grounded in her 
association and involvement with her community-based centre. 
There's different beliefs, different quality centres out there. If you get really good 
ones, which I guess I've only worked in a community centre, so I believe that a 
community centre is much better. I've also done work experience through TAFE at an 
ABC centre. It was a horrible experience. I would never send my child there; I would 
never work there. So I would tell anyone considering a child care career to make sure 
they experienced a range of centres. (Phase 2) 
The above quote illustrates Wendy’s development of some strong personal opinions about 
standards of practice in child care. These opinions are based on her observations and comparisons 
during placement and professional practice and suggest a developing commitment to the 
principles of community-based child care. Wendy also notes that due to this variance in quality, 
she would recommend experience in a range of centres, both private and community. There is no 
indication that Wendy evaluates these practices beyond subjective comparison and reflection 
based on her personal values. This desire to experience a diversity of environments during 
placement was common amongst participants. The few participants who were observed to reflect 
or evaluate critically on these practices were identified within the independent sense of self 
intrapersonal pattern of thinking. 
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Wendy’s faith in the practices advocated by her community-based centre and one colleague 
in particular, are highlighted below in these Phase 1 and Phase 2 quotes.  
 One person in particular is a big influence. I like how she teaches her children and 
talks to them. Has new experiences for them. You can see every day how much they 
really enjoy coming here to spend their day with her. So that’s a big influence. 
(Phase 1) 
 When I started working within child care, a colleague at this centre was very 
instrumental in influencing me- they are just very inspiring to watch them work and 
work outside the box. I didn't work in the same room as her, but she's very creative in 
what she did and really understood the children, particularly the boys - about how to 
get them interested. She had great relationships with the parents as well. (Phase 2) 
The above quote illustrates Wendy’s admiration of and respect for this colleague and her 
centre practices in general. From Wendy’s comments it is evident that this opportunity to observe 
high quality practices has inspired her and influences her own developing beliefs about practice. 
Below in response to the prompt “What do you think have been the main influences on your 
developing beliefs”, Wendy replies:  
 They were very encouraging (her TAFE teachers); they just had so many ideas about 
how children should be treated. They (the children) are people; they are not there to 
be dictated to. They have a voice, treat them with respect. Which I really liked their 
philosophy. (Phase 1) 
Wendy’s comments from both Phase 1 and Phase 2 suggest that the conveyed beliefs of her 
colleagues and teachers and observed respectful interactions with the children have had a lasting 
effect, highlighting the influence they have had on shaping Wendy’s developing personal 
philosophy. This suggests that Wendy established her initial personal understandings of best 
practice based on observations of her esteemed colleagues and teachers. There is no indication in 
either Phase 1 or Phase 2 data that suggest Wendy has looked further than the beliefs and 
practices of her teachers, rather, adopting these beliefs and practices without any indication of 
exploration beyond them.  
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The adoption of the beliefs of esteemed colleagues and teachers is a common characteristic 
amongst participants identified within the transitional sense of self pattern of thinking. At Phase 1 
Wendy was comfortably established in a centre that advocated a philosophy that matched her 
own values. The practices of the centre also matched those promoted by her TAFE teachers. 
Interestingly, however through further exploration of Wendy’s learning cultures and their 
contexts, it became evident that at Phase 2 she did not believe centre management was supporting 
her interdependence and ongoing professional development.  
6.4.2 Contextual Influences 
Previous quotes have established that over the course of Wendy’s TAFE training and 
during her experience in professional practice she has had the benefit of supportive teachers and 
colleagues, ongoing professional development and the opportunity to regularly step up as relief 
group leader when her colleagues were away. Data shows that Wendy is not entirely happy with 
the management practices of her current director and after 6 years at the centre has decided to 
look for a position that is better able to support her growth as a professional. 
In addition to her TAFE study at Phase 1 and on conclusion of her study at Phase 2, Wendy 
had regular opportunities within her workplace for professional development. As highlighted 
earlier when exploring Wendy’s personal epistemology, she suggested that her director needed to 
follow-up these sessions with more discussion to make them relevant to centre policy and 
practice. This, Wendy indicated would support her implementation of this new information into 
her program. Wendy’s opinions on this subject suggest the centre learning culture would benefit 
from further collaboration to support more cohesive practices. The following quote highlights the 
extent to which Wendy’s opinions on this subject have impacted upon her job satisfaction and as 
she indicates below, her professional identity. 
I would like to - for my professional identity to expand, I think I would actually have 
to go and work at another centre. Because I'm not 100 per cent happy working with 
this director that I have at the moment. So, when I go back to work ... [after maternity 
leave] ... I’ll be looking to find another job. It will be within a community centre or 
perhaps C&K. I'll just have to look into that. I will be continuing study as well... So I 
think I do need to move on - which is a shame. (Phase 2)  
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Wendy’s previous comments in judgement of her current director’s management of the 
learning culture within the centre, would suggest that this is the basis for her decision to move on. 
This would imply that the current centre learning culture does not support Wendy in furthering 
her professional growth. It would seem that Wendy is searching for more worthwhile 
professional engagement with her colleagues to further support this professional growth.  
6.4.3 Integration of the Three Self-Authorship Dimensions 
From the exploration of Wendy’s Phase 1 and Phase 2 interview data it can be concluded 
that her personal epistemology, interpersonal and intrapersonal beliefs and practices have not 
changed considerably over the course of her TAFE study and ongoing professional practice. At 
Phase 2 her personal epistemology remained practical in nature with a focus on trial and error and 
reflection that was not critical in nature. This was also reflected in her interpersonal development 
where interview data indicate her interactions with parents and colleagues to be that of an 
interactive collaborator where emphasis was placed on team work and the practical sharing of 
ideas. At Phase 2 it was evident that Wendy had developed some personal beliefs and 
professional values that guided her practice. The development and strength of these personal 
understandings reflected a transitional sense of self. Interview responses suggested that Wendy is 
searching for more opportunities for knowledge acquisition and professional development.  
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Wendy’s self-authorship growth as evidenced in her profile reflects an emergent 
professional identity and as illustrated in Figure 6.8 below, has not changed from Phase 1 to 
Phase 2.  
      
Figure 6.8. The Integration of the Three Self-authorship Dimensions: Wendy’s Professional 
Identity over Phase 1 and Phase 2 
 
Wendy defines her understandings of professional identity below.  
It's who you are within your role as a group leader. The skills and knowledge that 
you take to the work place and the information that you can share with your child 
care community. (Phase 2)  
In Wendy’s above comment her primary focus is on practical, collaborative workplace 
practices rather than active, critically reflective partnerships which promote pedagogical practice. 
She emphasises the importance of sharing skills, knowledge and information with the child care 
community. Based on her previous comments this “community” is given to suggest the children, 
families and colleagues at her centre. Interestingly, her lack of confidence in her interpersonal 
abilities was indicated earlier as among the reasons for why Wendy felt she needed to move on 
from her current position to further her study. This may suggest that the centre is not facilitating 
the development of constructive collaborative practices. In the comment below Wendy indicates 
that to aid her personal growth she would like to continue studying and move on to a different 
area within child care. 
Wendy  
Phase 1 
Practical 
reflection 
Transitional 
sense of self 
Interactive 
collaborator 
Wendy  
Phase 1 
Practical 
reflection 
Transitional
sense of self 
Interactive 
collaborator 
Emergent 
Professional 
Identity 
Emergent 
Professional 
Identity 
The Professional Identity of Early Career Child Care Practitioners  160 
For me personally to grow, I need to continue study and when I finish that, then I'll 
look at maybe moving into a different area of child care. A TAFE tutor or I quite like 
the idea of being a validator for accreditation. (Phase 2) 
Below she indicates that further study may provide her with a pathway to these alternative 
career options.  
Yes. I want to - I'm planning on doing the Advanced Diploma next year. I'll probably 
start that half way through the year and do it how I've done the diploma as the 
Saturday class at TAFE. With an Advanced Diploma, I could be a director or 
assistant director. But I'm actually looking - I'll have to find out - where it could take 
me within TAFE. I don't particularly want to go to university. (Phase 2) 
Watson (2006b) noted that it is common for child care practitioners and students studying 
the Diploma of Child care, VET course to use the qualification as a pathway to further education 
or more lucrative and higher status career options. Wendy’s above comment suggests that her 
diploma qualification and current employment do not support her professional growth. Her 
decision to pursue higher- level study and employment opportunities outside of long day child 
care reflect this pathways trend. Exploration of Wendy’s self-authorship growth over the course 
of her study and during her professional practice suggest that her perceptions of professional 
identity are linked to her ability to collaborate professionally with the centre families, colleagues 
and her director. Wendy has indicated two underlying factors that are impeding the realisation of 
this. These include the need to improve her professional knowledge and skills through further 
education and to find a workplace that supports her professional growth.  
Moody (2009) emphasised the need for students and transitioning practitioners to be given 
the opportunity to observe and critically reflect upon best practice and relate it to theories that 
have been presented in their course work. She also highlights the importance of opportunities for 
professional discourse to discuss and reflect upon the diversity, problems and complexity found 
in the ECEC profession. This she suggests will promote the development of practitioner personal 
pedagogy and teaching style. It is clear from Wendy’s comments that she feels her current 
workplace is not providing these opportunities for professional development. This is a concern as 
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there is a strong relationship between acquiring personal pedagogical beliefs and the development 
of strong and independent perceptions of professional identity (Ortlipp et al., 2011).  
6.5 Profile 3: Helen - A Difficult Transition 
Helen was 21 and not long married at the time of her first interview. She had just obtained 
her Certificate III in Children’s Services after 12 months of full-time study and was working 
toward completing her Diploma of Children’s Services. Prior to commencing her study she had 
obtained 9 months experience in a long day child care centre, working as an assistant.  
Helen is interviewed again 2 years later. Her transition to professional practice, as her 
profile reveals, has not been without challenges. She has finished her Diploma and has been 
working in a community-based long day child care centre for the last 18 months. Helen was 
about to go on maternity leave. 
6.5.1 Helen’s Self-Authorship Growth 
Change in self-authorship for Helen is illustrated in Figure 6.9 below and discussed, in 
respect to the personal epistemology, interpersonal, and intrapersonal dimensions in this section. 
       
Figure 6.9. Helen’s Self- authorship Growth over Phase 1 and Phase 2. 
 
Personal Epistemology 
The quotes in this section explore Helen’s personal epistemology during her child care 
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analysis from Helen’s Phase 1 interview indicated the development of evolving practical 
evaluative patterns of thinking. Helen talked about evaluating and reflecting on different points of 
view to develop her own opinion, a strategy characteristic of practical evaluativism. Helen 
concedes however that at Phase 1, she was still relying on the opinions of those in authority to 
provide her with knowledge. This reliance on authority suggests she was not yet confident in her 
ability to function independently. At Phase 2 after 12 months of professional practice, data 
indicated that Helen’s personal epistemology had matured revealing more autonomous 
construction of knowledge.  
 Quotes below from her Phase 1 interview indicate an evolving practical evaluative 
personal epistemology. In considering what she would do if one of her TAFE teachers had a 
differing point of view to that of her own she states below that she would endeavour to discuss 
and weigh up the options to establish the one that is most informed. From these quotes it seems 
that Helen actively considers her own values and thoughts then evaluates them in relation to the 
context (requirements). This consideration of multiple strategies and perspectives is a 
characteristic common to the practical evaluativist pattern of thinking. 
Well I guess I would think about the reasons why I think that way to start with. I 
would think about my values and my thoughts and then I would evaluate, I suppose, 
depending on all the requirements in my head that which ones – why that person 
thinks that way and then maybe even talk to them about them. I might, depending on 
what decision I come to, change the way I think or change my opinion on something 
depending on somebody else’s.  If they’re more informed or they know a bit more 
than me. (Phase 1) 
When asked to elaborate she replies: 
Well I would possibly still do it if I – depending on what my belief was grounded on.  
If it was grounded on study or just on the children, I think that would influence my 
decision. I would think twice about what I was doing if they thought that. I possibly 
would want to talk to them about it as well and ask why they think that... Just 
because... if there’s a better way of doing something or if that’s not such a great idea, 
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you know, I want to know about it. It’s always good to get another person’s opinion. 
(Phase 1) 
The above quotes suggest that Helen would not change her opinion without considerable 
reflection and discussion. It is evident from the above comments that Helen, at Phase 1, considers 
best practice in a meaningful and reflective manner. She is looking for the “best way” to 
approach a situation. Below, however on reflection of her personal epistemology at Phase 1 
Helen acknowledges that she did not take responsibility for her own learning during her TAFE 
studies.  
Yes I think two years ago when I was studying, I thought very differently about my 
learning.  I thought it was everybody else’s job to do it for me and that I didn’t have 
to do any of it myself.  I didn’t think that I could be responsible, for it. (Phase 2) 
The above quote indicates that Helen was not autonomous in the construction of meaning 
in her personal learning. She relied on others to determine best practice for her. At Phase 2, after 
completion of her study, data suggest a more active and independent approach to Helen’s 
construction of knowledge. When asked how she would go about learning something that she 
thought important to know, that would help her be a good group leader, she responded: 
Professional development, networking with your colleagues, research as well through 
the Internet and through other teachers as well who are in the service. (Phase 2) 
Helen now indicates that she is actively seeking a variety of perspectives to assist her in her 
ongoing learning and to support her professional practice. It is ascertained that at Phase 2 Helen 
is taking more responsibility to seek and explore knowledge to assist her practice, a fundamental 
practical evaluativist characteristic. Her comment below also illustrates her capacity to engage in 
a more reflective examination of practice. 
 I have done a small amount of professional development. A couple of workshops on 
child protection and I did do a short course on things for - information for children 
with autism and Asperger's. I think the professional development made me consider 
the long-term effects of - specifically of Asperger's and autism. I guess it’s just how 
critical it is for early intervention and just awareness and how much the parents need 
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support in not just identifying that their child might have a problem, but just also just 
giving them time to consider it as well because he’s only two, three years old. If we 
could pick up some signs now, it would really help him but also help his parents 
adjust as he hits school to different things... It's helped me have the knowledge and 
the expertise to get to manage a child whether they have it or not. To have that 
information in my head is good. (Phase 2) 
Professional development, Helen explains above, is providing her with knowledge to 
inform her practice and strategies to support the children and families in her care. From her 
comments overall, Helen seems to be actively constructing meaning. Below she indicates 
specifically how this knowledge is informing her practice. 
Well we started to implement a couple of strategies to - like just recording, observing 
the child further to actually try and get some solid examples of what was concerning 
us. Then we started to look at other practical strategies that the course and the 
workshop had talked about, that this was what you could do to help them. So we did 
look at using picture charts, more picture cards around the room. Using a lot more 
hand gestures, a lot more different types of language like the sign language as well 
for different things around the room, which he responded to. So that was really good 
to see that we sort of felt there was some progress. (Phase 2) 
Helen relates above, that she observed the child in question, investigating and recording 
any developmental concerns. The phrase “look at other practical strategies” further suggests 
considerations of multiple perspectives. From interpretation of these perspectives she used her 
new knowledge to determine strategies that may assist the child. Helen indicates below that these 
strategies were very successful in assisting the child and facilitating relationships with his 
parents. Importantly, for Helen, these achievements will also contribute to a more positive and 
confident perception of herself as a professional practitioner. 
It sort of made me feel like it was easier for him to have a better day. It was easier for 
us too to help him and to even just talk to his parents as well. I mean it helped him 
settle. It helped him get through everything. It made me feel really - It made me feel 
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good of course that we were getting progress so that we were on the right track. 
(Phase 2) 
Below, Helen details how she personally has developed a more reflective approach to her 
practice. It is evident here that although Helen is not critically reflecting through the use of theory 
and evidence, she is however, using a practical evidence - based approach to the construction of 
her knowledge.  
Obviously a lot of observation, a lot of one on one, a lot of group work with the 
children. Watching what they’re doing. Recording it, reflecting on it again to see 
patterns, where we’re going, discussing with other educators if they’ve seen similar 
things, with the parents as well. It’s combining all these different stake holders into 
the process. Adding up information…Yes. So collecting it, collecting all the 
information and making a summary from that. (Phase 2) 
This is further evidenced in the following quote where Helen describes the centre 
procedures used to assist in conflict resolution. There is emphasis within the centre on using an 
informed approach to problem solving. As evidenced in the quote, centre practices advocate the 
use of complex evaluation where the evaluation of evidence goes beyond strategies to include 
theory.  
We try to look at different research, different theories out there about whatever it is 
we’re talking about. (Phase 2) 
The above quotes indicate that Helen’s personal epistemology has developed from Phase 1 
to Phase 2, revealing more mature and reflective practical evaluativist patterns of thinking. The 
above quote also suggests that the centre encourages complex evaluative practices that may assist 
Helen in promoting her personal epistemology further in this direction. Helen, since completing 
her study and moving into professional practice has become more autonomous in her search for 
knowledge and understanding. In the next section of Helen’s profile her developing autonomy 
will be further examined in relation to her intrapersonal beliefs.  
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Intrapersonal 
It has been established that at Phase 1 Helen respected the opinions of her TAFE teachers 
and looked to them for an informed opinion. By Phase 2 her interview responses suggested that 
she had developed more autonomy in how she sought and constructed knowledge. What then of 
her personal beliefs about practice? Now in professional practice and as it would seem, more 
autonomous in her construction of knowledge, is she able to independently and confidently 
expound and enact these personal beliefs? Through analysis of Helen’s Phase 1 and Phase 2 
quotes these points will be considered.  
In the following Phase 1 quote Helen considers some of her developing thoughts about best 
practice. These early ruminations reflect a pedagogy advocated by Helen’s TAFE teachers. These 
child-centred principles she espouses are also principles on which her first field placement centre 
based their philosophy. 
With the emergent curriculum it’s based on children’s interests. What to do, how they 
want to do it and just providing things for them as they go along. I suppose 
challenging the children to actually think about what they’re doing and learning the 
concepts of, you know like immersion and building a tower and what are the concepts 
we’re talking about here...It’s not structured to the extent of the teacher directed. Its 
more child focused I think. That’s what I want to be working with. (Phase 1) 
From the above comment it can be understood that these are the principles upon which 
Helen aspires to base her professional beliefs. From our understandings of Helen’s personal 
epistemology at Phase 1, these preferred principles were determined based on the acknowledged 
“informed opinion” of her TAFE teachers and the qualified and experienced staff at her 
placement centre. This further highlights the significance of personal epistemology across the 
other two dimensions. At this point it seems that these intrapersonal attributes reflect a 
transitional sense of self. Helen’s developing beliefs are guided by the ideas and principles of 
people she respects and trusts.  
At Phase 2 on completion of her Diploma Helen was offered an assistant's position at the 
above-mentioned centre. She worked as an assistant in the centre for six months then moved into 
a full-time group leader position. Below, Helen reflects on some of the challenges she 
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experienced during her transition from assistant to group leader. Her comments indicate a 
somewhat diminished sense of self at this time. 
I think I’ve had - my first six months as a group leader was a pretty challenging time. 
I was put with an assistant that didn’t want to work with me, didn’t want to accept 
ideas, and knew I was very inexperienced as a group leader. She knew that it was my 
first real time at stepping up…Yes, I think I struggled with my professionalism, just 
did the confidence issue of stepping up as a group leader. It’s been a big thing. 
Because I feel as if I’m majorly responsible for the 12 children in my class and the 
parents at the end of the day. I mean they all will come to the assistant as well 
because we’re a team but at the end of the day I still feel responsible for them and 
I’ve got to answer for what I’ve done and how I’m helping them for the time that 
they’re with me. I feel it’s a big responsibility. (Phase 2) 
From the above quote it is apparent that Helen’s confidence in her abilities was very low at 
this early point in her professional practice. She is questioning her capacity to accept and carry 
the responsibility of the group leader position. She continues below expressing doubts about her 
capabilities as such a young inexperienced practitioner.  
I feel like I’m still inexperienced, I’m still young, I feel a lot of the time that comes 
back there are perhaps other issues as well. I feel like, in the industry they value a lot 
more mature people with more experience who have been there, done that a lot 
longer with children of their own, that sort of thing. So I don’t have personal 
experience when it comes to children, yes I think that’s the main thing. (Phase 2) 
Helen’s comment above highlights several factors that may have attributed to her low 
confidence during her transition to group leader. The culture of the child care sector, she believes, 
is one that favours maturity, experience and qualifications. Helen’s youth (she is the youngest at 
her centre) and inexperience with children, she suggests, have contributed to her diminished 
sense of self and how she believes she is perceived by her colleagues. The quote below indicates 
otherwise. Helen’s reflection highlights considered respectful insights into the needs of children 
and their families. She takes individual circumstances into account when making decisions and 
again seeks support and advice from her colleagues.  
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Yes, I think I do because I think there are many different children and I think they’re 
many different right answers and definitely many different roles. I think it depends on 
the individual child and their needs. But also the environment, their family, 
everybody’s different, I don’t think you can say one thing like governs all… I’ve just 
had to try and consider the whole - all the parties that are involved as well as the 
safety and other considerations, as well as talking about this to other team members. 
(Phase 2) 
It would seem from the above quote that Helen’s youth and personal inexperience with 
children did not impede her understandings of the individual needs of children and families. 
Helen’s youth and general life experience may not however, have prepared her for the 
interpersonal challenges with her assistant. She reflects below that although working with her 
assistant was difficult, with support and advice from her colleagues and conflict resolution with 
the staff member she regained some of her professional confidence.  
I had support from other team members from other rooms to help me to try and 
implement strategies, conflict resolution that sort of thing to try and work with what 
we had. It didn’t all go rose and flowers. But I think eventually we did work it out. So 
I’d say that they - I guess I got a lot of feedback, responses, advice from them as well 
to help me to actually implement all the things I’d learnt. A lot of them help me 
consider points of view I wouldn’t have considered - helped me to consider behaviour 
and strategies and routines that I would not have considered. (Phase 2) 
It is evident from Helen’s above quote that as a consequence of her low self-esteem during 
this period, she relied on the support and guidance of her more mature and experienced 
colleagues. Helen acknowledges that at this early juncture in her group leader role she looked to 
these colleagues or mentors to assist her in considering and developing her professional beliefs 
and enacting these in her practice. 
Now, with 18 months experience in her group leader position, and her own baby on the 
way, Helen displays more confidence in her role. Below she reveals she is considering further 
study to improve her knowledge and understanding and to support her colleagues, children and 
families. 
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I was going to do my Advanced Diploma except the funding wasn’t available for me 
on a contract and that’s when my husband and I decided that if I wasn’t going to 
study any more that we would have children first and then go from there…This would 
definitely open pathways - more job opportunities like to be a director at a centre, it 
would be great because my husband - he’s training to be a teacher and he probably 
would go rural and both get work. Yes, more opportunities more information or 
knowledge of how the centre runs, getting information to support other people in the 
centre that might be working as well, I think…I would definitely be doing more study, 
multiculturalism that sort of thing is always something that needs to be - I believe in 
our centre particularly something we need to do more study on to understand more 
about the Indigenous people also other groups of cultures as well that we could be 
doing more to support and to include. (Phase 2) 
In this section it has been ascertained that Helen has developed more confidence in her 
professional abilities through the support of her colleagues. She has developed some of her own 
beliefs about practice and has become more autonomous in the construction of these beliefs. She 
looks to further study to build on these and support her practices and families at the centre. These 
characteristics describe an intrapersonal awareness that remains transitional from Phase 1 to 
Phase 2. Helen at this point is still ascertaining her personal beliefs and working toward self-
reliance. Helen’s relationship with her teachers, colleagues and the families in her centre will be 
explored in the next section, shedding light on her interpersonal development. 
Interpersonal  
The following quotes have been selected from Helen’s Phase 1 and Phase 2 interviews to 
provide insight into her interpersonal growth during her TAFE study and transition into 
professional practice. Quotes provide further insight into some of Helen’s challenges and reveal 
interpersonal beliefs and practices that assist Helen’s interactions and collaboration with 
colleagues and parents. Notably, Helen places emphasis on teamwork and active, evaluative 
collaboration, acknowledging and respecting varying values and beliefs. These beliefs and 
practices remain consistent throughout this study and distinguish Helen as an interactive 
collaborator.  
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In Helen’s Phase 1 interview she acknowledges the benefit of social interactions with her 
fellow students in establishing supportive friendships. This is reflected in Helen’s comment 
below.  
I think the social interactions. I like the friendship, the support and friends as well.  
It’s good to have people who have the same interests as you and know where you’re 
at as well.  You know you can take off in the same conversation and discuss if certain 
things in classes didn’t go accordingly. (Phase 2) 
Moving into professional practice at Phase 2, Helen still affirms the importance of 
supportive relationships. Helen’s youth and inexperience however, did not prepare her for the 
challenges she faced with her assistant. Below, she contends that there are challenges when 
establishing and maintaining working relationships. She mentions cultural differences and life 
choices but focuses on the challenges of working with her more mature colleagues and the need 
to make allowances for them. 
I think difference of opinion or even just our cultural backgrounds as well I think can 
sometimes come into work relationships - even though it’s not very professional, it 
can come into it a lot.  We have very different - a wide cultural, different 
nationalities, different life choices as well have come in. We need to make allowances 
for them…We have a wide range of ages in our centre - I’m the youngest but it goes 
up to quite a mature age, which I think we’re all challenged with sometimes working 
with people who are very mature. Like they’ve got a lot of experience but sometimes 
they’re not always on their game as well. They get forgetful and tired, so tired 
because they're running their own - so many things in their own life that when they 
come to work this is the time out when they come to work. (Phase 2) 
The above comment indicates some underlying tension involving some of her more 
experienced colleagues. Helen provides some more insight into her working relationships below. 
Some of them will be against current practice - The study that I did in my diploma, it 
was very current, very up to date. We did cover a certain amount of previous 
strategies and theorists and that sort of thing but now coming in touch with the work 
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force and seeing what people implement and how the last 20 years is a little different 
to what I learnt… I think I’ve opened my eyes a little bit too though, to looking not 
just at the stuff that I have learnt but also what has worked here....and some children 
I daresay need, some of the more traditional style. (Phase 2) 
The above two comments suggest that Helen has some opposing opinions to her colleagues 
regarding their beliefs about practice. Helen asserts that her beliefs about current practice are 
informed by her TAFE studies. It is of note that towards the end of the quote Helen also 
acknowledges that the opinions of these colleagues have in fact encouraged her to reflect on her 
beliefs, questioning if a more traditional approach is sometimes beneficial in her practice. Helen’s 
emphasis here on the value of more theoretical and empirical evidence to inform her practice 
once again highlights her evaluative personal epistemology at Phase 2. It also highlights the 
dimension of personal epistemology as foregrounded across all dimensions of self-authorship, 
with the capacity to reflect critically important in the development of interdependent relationships 
and transformation to an internally defined sense of self.  
 The following quote illustrates how Helen utilises an evaluative approach to support her 
professional discourse and manage any conflicts in opinion with her colleagues. 
I would like to think that I would be open with them and be able to talk to them about 
it. There are many times we don’t agree with each other’s view points.... Usually we 
can take our view points to another third party and we’ll discuss them together and 
try to find out the best for whatever it is we're discussing...We try to look at different 
research, different theories out there about whatever it is we’re talking about… 
Communication and negotiation... I think they’re important to have with colleagues, 
a lot of respect for each opinion, each others experience, where they’re at, what 
children they have to deal with that sort of thing. (Phase 2) 
Helen, as noted above, is working it would seem, in consultation with her colleagues (a 
third party) using theory to examine the conflicting points of view. It is interesting to note that in 
many of her comments regarding problem solving Helen refers to ‘we’ instead of ‘I’. This may 
suggest that the strategies Helen refers to are those used by her mentors and the centre as a whole 
rather than strategies she initiates herself. These interpersonal traits are characteristic of an 
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interactive collaborator. Helen collaborates in a communicative and informed manner with the 
guidance and support of her colleagues. She sums it up in her comment below.  
A lot of collaboration, a lot of talking, a lot of investigating. We weight it all up. 
(Phase 2) 
Helen’s open and informed communication style is also reflected in her interactions with 
the parents of the children in her care. In response to the question: What would you do if you had 
a situation with a parent where you had different opinions regarding an important issue about 
their child’s learning? Helen replied: 
I’d like to think that if I knew the parent well enough and I had an opening 
opportunity - but if I didn’t I’d look for someone who did... I’d seek some ideas, 
research articles or even some examples from other parents as well that can just 
validate my ideas. Just say look just something for you to consider - I guess it 
depends also on how open they are. But I would suggest - I would see if I could get 
some materials or something to offer that parent, if it was an open relationship - 
that’s something to consider. (Phase 2) 
In the above reflection, Helen emphasises the importance of being able to validate and 
communicate her ideas to parents using evidence - based opinion. She states an intention to do 
this through research, reading journal articles and from past experience with other parents.  
Again, Helen is looking for an informed opinion to support her interactions. This attribute it 
would seem is characteristic of a more complex evaluative personal epistemology and that of a 
constructive collaborator, the final pattern of interaction within the interpersonal dimension. A 
constructive collaborator collaborates with parents in a confident, critically reflective, and 
supportive manner, referring to theory to validate ideas and suggestions. Although Helen’s 
interactions with parents display more emphasis on ‘I’ than in her interactions with colleagues, 
the comment below suggests Helen struggles to confidently express ‘what she knows’.  
Sometimes…if the parent is asking for support in an area.... being able to offer and 
say look this is what we can do. Sometimes I struggle with I guess with standing up 
and saying, this is what I know. (Phase 2) 
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Helen’s interpersonal development at this point is that of an interactive collaborator. Helen 
has an open and evidence-based communication style that assists her in collaborating effectively 
with her colleagues. The quote above confirms that Helen does however struggle with low 
confidence. This it seems is inhibiting a more constructive style of collaboration where she would 
be able to work in a reciprocal partnership with colleagues and parents. 
Having explored and established Helen’s personal epistemology, intrapersonal and 
interpersonal development, the learning contexts and cultures that she has negotiated on her 
journey toward self-authorship and her subsequent perceptions of professional identity will now 
be examined.  
6.5.2 Contextual Influences 
Consideration of the influences TAFE and Helen’s workplace have on her self-authorship 
growth can further inform our understandings of her perceptions of professional identity. At 
Phase 1, in the quote below, Helen conveys why she believes her TAFE teachers had a significant 
influence on how she sees her role in child care. 
Because they have a lot of experience themselves, most of the teachers have children 
of their own to start with and then they also have done a lot of study themselves to get 
where they are and have a lot of experience behind them. They know the old way of 
doing things. They know the new way of doing things. They know what’s the best or 
what the qualities are of each and just are free to give us that option to choose 
ourselves what we prefer to teach or how we prefer to work things and they’re very 
open to just – they’re not telling us what to do, but rather they’re giving us the choice 
of this is what the qualities are in this, this is what that is and they’re very well 
informed.  They’re also very accepting of the new practises that are coming in and 
are willing to accept that they’re not always right and they’re willing to keep going 
with new learning at the moment as teachers. (Phase 1) 
As ascertained earlier in Helen’s profile, and again in the above quote, personal and 
professional experience is highly valued by Helen. She also acknowledges that her TAFE 
teachers encourage students to come to their own knowledge - based conclusions. This is 
interesting considering Helen’s disclosure that at Phase 1 she relied on her teacher’s to provide 
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her with her opinions rather than formulating them herself. This suggests that she is not yet able 
to confidently make her own decisions about practice. 
From this above quote it is noted that Helen is inspired by her teacher’s open and reflective 
attitude toward new ideas and their commitment to ongoing learning. These evaluative attitudes 
toward learning espoused by Helen’s teachers are reflected to some extent in Helen’s later 
practices as a more experienced group leader. Of specific note, is her proclivity toward reflection 
and utilisation of both professional development and collaboration to assist her understandings 
about practice. It is possible that Helen’s teacher’s example has guided her practical evaluative 
personal epistemological beliefs. Below, Helen also comments that her experience during her 
TAFE placement at a high quality community- based centre reinforced some of her developing 
beliefs. 
It’s enforced it I would say. It’s opened up I guess or it’s been an opportunity for me 
to practise which is what I’m beginning to establish as my philosophy. I think it’s 
great to see it... [best practice]... in action and it has confirmed just how I want to 
work and it’s given me a great example to follow I think. (Phase 1) 
Helen gained employment in this same centre after completion of her TAFE study. Below 
Helen describes how in this workplace, she and her colleagues research information to assist 
them in their professional practice. 
Usually we use the Internet or there is a time when one of our staff members has been 
to another professional development workshop that they’ll be able to shed some light 
on what they learnt from that to help us.  Other times we have magazines - all the 
children’s magazines that come through that have topical things that we can use, 
newsletters that sort of stuff as well. We get information from C&K central as well 
about certain things, policies and things that are coming through. I think I also go 
back to our documents that we already have in place, regulations, acts that sort of 
stuff, that sort of thing that we can consult. Staying healthy in child care, you know. 
(Phase 2) 
It is evident from the above quote that Helen is working in an environment that encourages 
evidence based reflection and mutual construction of knowledge. Information and knowledge 
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obtained from professional development is shared and reflected upon. A centre culture where 
research and reflection are common practice is evident. The cohesive culture Helen describes 
above, has provided her with the opportunity to enact her developing beliefs with like-minded 
practitioners. This may be a factor which has contributed to her more sophisticated personal 
epistemology. Helen’s interpersonal relationships with her colleagues and parents at the centre 
have been an important factor in assisting her in developing negotiation skills that will no doubt 
aid her developing more confidence. Interview responses suggest that the evaluative approach of 
her TAFE teachers and the cohesive practices described at her centre have supported to some 
extent, the growth of Helen’s self-authorship and her professional identity.  
6.5.3  Integration of the Three Self-Authorship Dimensions 
In the exploration of Helen’s self-authorship it has been identified that when transitioning 
into professional practice she drew on the experience and knowledge of her TAFE teachers. It is 
also noted that Helen’s workplace encouraged critical reflection which may have assisted Helen 
in the growth of her personal epistemology over time. A challenging encounter with a colleague 
at a crucial point in her career saw Helen question her professionalism and her ability to accept 
the responsibility of a group leader position. With the support of her mentors she was able to 
overcome this self-doubt. At Phase 2, Helen’s comments suggest that she was beginning to 
develop the confidence to enact her professional beliefs in her group leader role. These 
understandings of her self-authorship suggested the nature of her professional identity was such 
that it reflected characteristics from within the emergent professional identity pattern. As 
illustrated in Figure 6.10 below, in-depth understanding of the relationship between the three 
self-authorship dimensions, suggested there was no significant change in Helen’s professional 
identity over Phase 1 and Phase 2.  
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Figure 6.10. The Integration of the Three Self-authorship Dimensions: Helen’s Professional 
Identity over Phase 1 and Phase 2 
 
 The nature of Helen’s professional identity, over Phase 1 and Phase 2 is explored in this 
section of her profile. At her Phase 1 interview Helen shared her ambition to attend university 
and become a teacher. Below she reflects on these future aspirations. 
I like child care. I like looking after the children and spending time with them, but 
well yes, in the long-term I’d like to be a teacher. I’d like to work in child care for the 
moment. Get some jobs through relief. At the end of the year if I don’t enrol in 
university I’ll possibly just end up working in child care for a couple of years as a 
group leader. (Phase 1) 
From her comment above, Helen at Phase 1 is considering TAFE as a pathway to university 
attendance and a subsequent teaching career. As noted by Watson (2006a) and evidenced by 
several participants in this study, child care practitioners often aspire to more higher status 
teaching careers. The loss of these qualified and experienced practitioners is of significant 
consequence to the sector. When Helen first started TAFE she perceived the role of a child care 
practitioner to be that of carer more than an educator. She elaborates below, further illustrating 
this perception. 
We create an environment on serving and caring, being aware of what they’re 
interested in. Being familiar with the children and knowing, you know, what the 
boundaries are safety wise and what they’re personally capable of. Then building on 
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that to facilitate in order to help them – provide things for them that will further their 
interest and their learning through that interest. (Phase 1) 
Above, when asked about her professional identity, Helen provides an undefined and 
tenuous description of her earliest perceptions. These reflect a struggle with conflicting caring 
and authoritative discourses. Osgood (2012) in her interpretation of child care practitioners 
narratives of their perceptions of professional identify, emphasises the conflict between the 
maternal, caring, experiential qualities as a mother and formal early years qualifications. Like the 
participant in Osgood’s study, Helen as noted earlier in her profile feels her lack of maternal 
experience impacts on how she is perceived as a practitioner. Her more authoritative perceptions 
are based on what she has learnt at TAFE and experiences in her first centre placement. As 
identified earlier, Helen at this point was becoming more evaluative in her personal 
epistemological beliefs but she still relied on others to construct knowledge and formulate 
opinions. At Phase 1 these beliefs reflect an emergent professional identity. Continuing TAFE 
study and 18 months of professional practice have led to new insights into Helen’s perceptions of 
professional identity. Below, Helen articulates a more mature appreciation of the attributes that 
identify someone as a professional group leader.  
A great researcher, innovative, looks outside the box, is willing to try things, looks for 
other points of view, will take a stand for the rights of child, I think, in helping them. 
Has the ability to lead and the ability to consider a lot of the parties involved. I think 
the ability to understand and recognise behaviour issues with the children - needs 
that the children have. Personalities, that sort of thing as well. The information 
behind the group leader makes them more professional I think. The information they 
understand as well as just their ability and experience it hands on. Their mannerisms 
as well I think. I think the ability to keep a good programme - a reflective programme 
as well, something that is what the children need as well as going further, to lead 
them to progress. I think the whole learning cycle - the whole circle of enquiry. 
(Phase 2) 
As evidenced in the above quote, these more recent perceptions of professional identity 
reflect her developing personal epistemology. Her practical evaluativist personal epistemological 
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beliefs invoke an identity where openness, innovation, research and critical reflection are highly 
valued. Her interpersonal interactive collaboration espouses an identity where leadership and 
consideration of differences supports respectful and culturally inclusive practices. Her evolving 
child-centred and altruistic pedagogy is supported by intrapersonal beliefs which reveal a 
transitional sense of self. These skills attributes and beliefs are essential in supporting best 
practice and strong perceptions of professional self (Ortlipp et al., 2011). 
Helen’s aspiration to be a reflective and innovative practitioner, who advocates for the 
needs of the children in her care, suggests a mature and considered professional identity. This is 
the practitioner Helen aspires to be. It is not however the practitioner she believes she is. In 
practice, at this juncture in her career, based on exploration of Helen’s self-authorship 
development, her perceptions of professional identity reflect characteristics of a more emergent 
nature. Helen it would seem is still finding her way in her group leader role with some doubts 
regarding both her professional and maternalistic capabilities.  
As highlighted earlier, Helen’s journey toward self-authorship has not taken a straight path 
rather with growth occurring in the personal epistemology dimension ahead of growth in her 
interpersonal and intrapersonal dimensions. This variance, specifically her more mature 
epistemological beliefs may be attributed to Helen’s participation in the reflective and cohesive 
culture within her workplace. As an expectant mother, her maternalistic identity may soon be 
realised and her desire to move on to university and pursue a teaching career may also fulfil that 
of an educator. At this point, however, Helen’s professional identity is such that she does not feel 
entirely confident as either a carer or educator.  
6.6  Profile 4: Sonia - Passion. 
This profile follows Sonia who was 18, straight out of high school and still living at home 
with her family when she first started her full-time Diploma of Children’s Services. Sonia’s 
Phase 1 interview took place in the first year of her TAFE study during her second field 
placement. Two years later at her second interview, Sonia had completed her TAFE course and 
was in her first year of university completing a Bachelor of Special Education. This profile will 
follow Sonia’s self-authorship development through her TAFE studies, professional practice and 
on to university.  
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6.6.1 Sonia’s Self- Authorship Growth 
Change in self-authorship for Sonia is illustrated in Figure 6.11 below and discussed, in 
respect to the personal epistemology, interpersonal, and intrapersonal dimensions in this section. 
       
Figure 6.11. Sonia's Self-authorship Growth over Phase 1 and Phase 2. 
Personal Epistemology 
The following quotes will explore Sonia’s personal epistemological maturity from that of 
practical reflection at Phase 1 to complex evaluativism at Phase 2 as illustrated in Figure 6.11. At 
Phase 1 Sonia’s personal learning was based on trial and error. There was a focus on practical 
personal epistemology where Sonia implemented observed teaching strategies, reflected on their 
success and made adjustments to her practices accordingly. At her Phase 2 interview Sonia was 
much more informed in her evaluation of practice. She viewed personal knowledge as tentative 
and evolving. Sonia considered multiple strategies from different sources, including theoretical 
models to make informed decisions about her practice. The following quotes follow Sonia’s 
personal epistemological development as she transitions from TAFE student to professional 
practitioner then on to university. Below, during her first interview and having just commenced 
her TAFE study, a focus on practical personal epistemology is evident. Sonia’s response could be 
interpreted as suggesting reliance on trial and error to determine the success of her practices.  
You could always try out what you’ve got first, and if it doesn’t work you can always 
modify it. And it’s basically going with how the children see the experience, because 
it doesn’t necessarily follow your actual aim. It changes depending on their interests 
and the children who participate. (Phase 1) 
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Sonia, above, like other practical reflection participants, talked about implementing a 
strategy based on the children’s interests then reflecting on the success of the experience. Based 
on that reflection Sonia made decisions about further actions with the children.  
At Phase 2, below during her first year at university, Sonia it would seem has developed a 
much more sophisticated and critical approach to learning. She has gone beyond trial and error to 
a more theoretical approach. When asked how she would go about learning something that she 
thought was important to know, that would help her professional practice, Sonia responded: 
I would ask a mentor or your director for advice. I’d look into journals and look up 
information that would benefit you in helping you further your beliefs and your 
passion about becoming a good group leader. I’d look into doing professional 
development so you can continue to enhance your understanding and support your 
knowledge, beliefs, passion and your practices. To help you be a good group leader 
you’d put your beliefs into practice and you would support your other colleagues to 
help you build your relationships and your skills with each other. (Phase 2) 
Sonia's above response highlights several characteristics from within the complex 
evaluativist pattern of thinking. Sonia indicates a commitment to furthering her knowledge 
through the consideration of a variety of perspectives from a range of sources. These sources 
include colleagues, journals and professional development. Her comment also reveals a view that 
knowledge is essential in supporting her personal beliefs, passion and practices which suggests 
that she evaluates these perspectives in the light of her own beliefs. Emphasis is also placed on 
the importance of enacting her beliefs and developing collaborative relationships to support 
cohesive environments. The above quote draws attention to the interconnected relationship 
between the three self-authorship dimensions emphasising how each dimension enhances the 
other, supporting the development of Sonia’s internal belief system.  
In this complex evaluativist pattern of thinking, the evaluation of evidence goes beyond 
practical strategies to include theory. This is suggested in Sonia’s quote below with her 
consideration of a range of theoretical models. She comments that knowledge of and belief in 
these models assists her in formulating her assignments. 
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It depends on the context of the assignment. But, I am able to write about how 
children learn and what they learn.  I use my beliefs in the Emergent curriculum, 
Reggio Emilia, Differentiated instruction and Universal design for learning and how 
this helps children learn in different contexts.  So children are able to develop a 
variety of ways to develop their multiple intelligences as well. (Phase 2)  
Below, she also comments that what she has learnt assists her in communicating these 
beliefs to others. Sonia’s ability to articulate her beliefs to others is essential to her perception of 
herself as a professional.  
I know I’ve learnt something when I can put it into practice and you are able to 
explain it to other people.  You are able to explain your reasoning for why something 
should occur. (Phase 2)  
Sonia’s above comment suggests she has developed a more sophisticated personal 
epistemology in the period between completing TAFE and moving on to university. Her 
comment below also suggests that she views personal knowledge as tentative, aiding the 
construction of her evolving beliefs about practice. These understandings are the basis of Sonia’s 
internally driven beliefs about child care practice and a condition for self-authorship.  
There’s no real time that I’ve thought differently about my learning. I’ve thought - I 
am passionate about beliefs and since completing my diploma I have enhanced my 
personal philosophy about how children learn. I’d like to continue to develop these 
practices during my pre-service teacher practicums [sic]. (Phase 2) 
The above quote highlights Sonia’s belief that her “philosophy” is not static but ever 
evolving. Her ongoing professional development at university enhances her beliefs, practices and 
perceptions of professional identity.  
Given the preceding quotes pertaining to Sonia’s epistemological growth, it seems that her 
epistemological awareness has developed considerably over the course of this study. The 
following quotes will continue to explore her self-authorship growth, specifically studying how 
her relationships influence her decision-making and the internal construction of her beliefs and 
identity. 
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Interpersonal  
As Sonia transitions from TAFE to university study a pattern of interpersonal development 
similar to that of her personal epistemological growth is observed. At Phase 2 there appears to be 
a progression from an interactive to a constructive collaborator. Sonia’s interactions with 
colleagues and centre parents evolves from that of a practical to more critical approach to 
collaboration promoting interdependent thinking and relationships. Specific characteristics from 
within these interactive and constructive patterns of interpersonal thinking will be explored below 
as we continue to follow Sonia’s self-authorship growth.  
At 18, Sonia had just finished high school and entered full-time child care studies at TAFE. 
During her Phase 1 interview she acknowledges how little experience and knowledge she had on 
commencement of her course. She respects her teacher’s knowledge and experience and relies on 
them to support her learning. This dependence on and trust of teachers as a source of knowledge, 
was characteristic of the interactive collaborator pattern.  
Yes, my teachers. Because they’ve had their knowledge and they’ve had the 
experience, well I haven’t really had any experience, and I didn’t have that 
background knowledge going into this course. (Phase 1) 
Sonia continues below articulating that this belief in her teachers is grounded in her view of 
them as professionals in their field who like herself, are continually learning and growing as 
teachers and practitioners. 
 Teachers have up to date information and research, and prior knowledge and prior 
experience from working in centres. And teachers probably continue with their 
professional development as well, so they can give us the newest information out, and 
not necessarily information that was important for children 20 years ago. (Phase 1) 
Sonia elaborates further below, explaining why her teacher’s opinions are important to her. 
Because they shape my values and beliefs, and they’ve got the knowledge, even just 
general knowledge. They’ve had that experience and the life experience. If you have 
support, you’re more likely to be encouraged to do what you want to do, and go with 
your interests and beliefs. While if you don’t have any support, you don’t get that 
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guidance that you want or you feel you need. So they can help you make that right 
decision. (Phase 1) 
The above quotes signify that at Phase 1 Sonia’s relationship with her teachers is 
significant in shaping her values and beliefs. A dependence on them for guidance and authority is 
evident. This is characteristic of an interactive collaborator. In the second year of her Diploma at 
TAFE, in the period between her first and second interview, Sonia made the decision to move 
from full-time student to part-time external student, taking a position offered to her in a long day 
child care centre owned and operated by a former TAFE teacher. It is at this point that Sonia 
indicates a shift in her identity as a professional and contributes this to her interpersonal 
relationship with her director and mentor. Below at Phase 2 she comments how this mentor was 
instrumental in guiding her identity as a professional practitioner.  
My former employee at the child care centre, through her passion and beliefs and 
practices and continually running professional development sessions. Just her 
inspiration and just her knowledge really influenced me. (Phase 2)  
Sonia expresses appreciation toward her mentor in the above quote. Although she was 
inspired by the enthusiasm of this mentor and benefited greatly from the ongoing professional 
development provided by her at the centre, at Phase 2 the following comments suggest a 
developing independence in the construction of her beliefs. The quote below indicates that Sonia 
at Phase 2 is able to respect and value the contribution of others without compromising her own 
personal ideals and viewpoints.  
Everyone’s got the right to speak out on what they believe in but we can’t be the ones 
to judge who’s the best, who’s got the best opinion, because everyone’s different. 
We’ve got to look at everyone’s differences and even their similarities and how their 
opinions may be similar to yours in some aspects.  So it all integrates. If we’ve all got 
different opinions then it can all help to create a working and collaborative 
environment. I’d use a mixture of other people’s practices if they support my own 
beliefs and philosophy and that will help me understand how children learn. If we’ve 
all got different opinions then it can all help to create a working and collaborative 
environment. (Phase 2) 
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The above quote signifies an internalisation of Sonia’s beliefs. She no longer looks toward 
authority for clarification of beliefs but rather employs constructive collaboration with her 
colleagues as a means to continue to explore different points of view, beliefs and practices. Sonia 
Below, when asked how she is able to support these practices she responded:  
By participating in regular professional development sessions when I was studying 
child care and developing networks with others. Facilitating social partnerships with 
other co-workers and workers from other centres. (Phase 2) 
She elaborates further below… 
If we all learn together then we can build up your trust and your respect and your 
support for other team members.  So we are all able to support each other when we 
need it… Attending staff meetings, even just seeing them outside of work perhaps, just 
to develop closer relationships with them so it’s not just work, work, work. (Phase 2) 
The above quote emphasises the value Sonia places on professional development as an 
important contributor to successful collaboration. Learning with colleagues she believes, assists 
in developing trust, respect and ongoing support for each other. Sonia’s interpersonal focus 
appears to be less on her own needs, moving to a more complex, reflective consideration of the 
group as a team. Her interpretation of team dynamics, including social aspects, focuses on the 
achievement of a mutual goal… that of professionalism. Sonia provides an example of this 
collaborative practice below: 
Contributing ideas about what you can do to extend children’s learning if they need 
it.  Just to develop their cognitive skills. So you’re able to work from each other’s 
strengths, as no one is perfect. You’re able to seek feedback about issues or ideas that 
you may have. (Phase 1) 
Above, Sonia recognises collaboration as sharing ideas and expanding on each other’s 
existing knowledge. She also employs these principles in her collaboration with the centre 
parents. In her comment below, Sonia emphasises the importance of cohesive centre practices, 
encouraging parents to be constructive partners in centre development. 
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 Trust, open communication, so sharing information with the parents about the 
development of the centre perhaps and the children. Seeking regular feedback from 
them about a particular decision and just allowing them to participate in any way 
they can in the setting. (Phase 2) 
The above quotes have explored the emergence of Sonia’s internal capacity to manage her 
professional relationships. She has moved from requiring guidance from the authority of her 
teachers, in her first months as a TAFE student, to a professional practitioner and university 
student able to constructively and autonomously collaborate with colleagues and parents. In the 
following section the role of the intrapersonal dimension in the development of Sonia’s self-
authorship and professional identity is explored.  
Intrapersonal  
The following quotes from Sonia’s Phase 1 and Phase 2 interviews, will explore her 
evolving intrapersonal growth from transitional sense of self at Phase 1, where she is starting to 
develop her own beliefs but relies on others to guide her, to an independent sense of self at Phase 
2, where she has developed a stronger more defined sense of self.  
The quote below indicates that at Phase 1 Sonia was already contemplating her personal 
child care philosophy. She reflects on the philosophy of her placement centre and how it might 
shape her own developing philosophy. When contemplating her personal beliefs Sonia explores 
and considers values and beliefs held by other practitioners. 
Well, there are some things that I might like to do, if I choose to go down the child 
care path. Ways they put their teaching, and put their own philosophy into the centre, 
and their interests and the way they value children. It’s how they view their room and 
they view their children. And it kind of shapes my identity as I may agree or disagree 
with all the stuff they do. (Phase 1)  
Below she shares some of her own developing beliefs about practice. 
An example, ...[her personal philosophy]... would be colouring-in stencils, and that I 
don’t like them and how I believe they limit children’s creativity and they don’t give 
them a chance to express themselves. (Phase 1) 
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Sonia elaborates on this belief below, articulating her developing personal beliefs regarding 
the support of children’s creativity through a play-based curriculum. Sonia also proposes that this 
teaching model allows her to better observe and enhance individual children’s learning styles. 
This emphasises the exploratory and evolving nature of the construction of her beliefs.  
 I see my role as supporting and helping children learn through play-based 
experiences. And so they’re able to decide on what they want to do, and not 
necessarily having structured activities for them to participate in. With the play-
based [curriculum] they’re able to express their creativity and they don’t have any 
set stencils and ideas on how they’re actually supposed to see a dog or a person… 
And you’re able to communicate with children because it’s their learning you’re 
enhancing, and it’s benefiting them and it’s benefiting you because you’re seeing how 
they learn and the different learning techniques they use. You can have very visual 
learners, and you can have learners that may like just to sit down and have structured 
group time activities and stuff like that. But it’s a good way to see how they learn. 
(Phase 1) 
Below at Phase 2, Sonia once again refers to her core beliefs, emphasising the uniqueness 
of each child. This quote could be interpreted as suggesting a more critical approach to practice 
where she considers the holistic support of the child, taking all areas and factors into 
consideration. This approach again suggests a more complex evaluativist approach to thinking.  
I believe that there is no right answer but there is correct practice.  There’s no one 
way that children learn.  So all children learn differently and as professionals we 
need to cater towards these different learning styles, supporting their holistic 
development. (Phase 2)  
The above quote indicates that Sonia’s personal epistemological growth as a complex 
evaluativist has supported her developing independent sense of self. Her proclivity for critical 
reflection has assisted in the internalisation of core personal beliefs that have become central to 
her identity as a professional practitioner. This again emphasises the interconnection between the 
self-authorship dimensions, highlighting that the realisation of her beliefs is underpinned by the 
ongoing pursuit and interpretation of knowledge.  
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Through continuing to do professional development in my field and even, where I 
can, in opportunities throughout my assignments I am able to explore my beliefs and 
my passion. (Phase 2) 
In the exploration of Sonia’s intrapersonal growth it has become evident that the 
development of her strong independent sense of self over the course of her TAFE study and 
transition into university, is fundamental in her perception of herself as a professional 
practitioner. Having now explored all three dimensions of Sonia’s self - authorship development 
it is apparent that these dimensions closely interconnect supporting the realisation of Sonia’s 
professional identity. 
In the following section, quotes from Phase 1 and Phase 2 interviews will be explored to 
determine how contextual influences intersect with the three developmental dimensions 
influencing Sonia’s identity as a professional. 
 6.6.2 Contextual Influences 
Although Sonia is one of the youngest participants her experiences could be considered 
diverse. Having taken on a position in a long day child care centre half way through her course 
Sonia has participated in both internal and external TAFE study incorporating 18 months of 
professional practice. More recently, while completing her Bachelor of Education she has also 
worked as a teacher’s aide in a special education school. Below it is evident that each of these 
contexts has to some extent influenced the growth of her self-authorship and thus shaped her 
perceptions of professional identity. 
Previous quotes have established Sonia’s respect for her TAFE teachers and their influence 
on her professional development. Sonia feels she has benefited from this nurturing environment 
at TAFE. Below she extends this respect to their teaching methods.  
Their personal beliefs and their teaching, their teaching methods as well. They value 
us as students and they support us and they provide different ways for us to extend 
our learning through hands on experiences. (Phase 2)  
It is likely that these positive experiences at TAFE have facilitated Sonia’s enthusiasm for 
ongoing learning. Her decision to move from full-time to part-time external study was prompted 
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by the opportunity to work for one of her former TAFE teachers who opened a long day child 
care centre. Below Sonia reflects on the advantages of the external study experience.  
The benefits ...[of external study]... were getting a good mentor at my centre, real life 
practical experiences. So you’re practising what you learn as you’re doing it and 
you’re able to get support from other co-workers and your director.” 
Rachel ...[centre director]... understood what I was going through and she was a 
teacher at the TAFE I was at. So she was able to support me, provide a timeline of 
when I should have things completed or being able to go to her and ask questions, as 
it was difficult to get some from my TAFE teachers…Through her passion and beliefs 
and practices and continually running professional development sessions. Just her 
inspiration and just her knowledge really. (Phase 2) 
The above quotes establish that external study while working full-time has enabled Sonia to 
implement what she is learning at TAFE. The cohesive work environment in which Sonia works, 
allows her to explore and enact her beliefs with the support and encouragement of a good mentor. 
Sonia affirms below that this freedom to explore and enact developing beliefs in an environment 
that encourages ongoing professional development has empowered her. It has facilitated her 
passion and confidence to further pursue her knowledge, beliefs and career. 
My decision to undertake special education originated from child care actually and 
some of the experiences that I encountered.  So it just motivated me and inspired me 
to continue to study and support these children that aren’t supported as well as they 
could be in child care centres.  It will assist me in my future career as I intend to 
work in early childhood, early intervention in a variety of settings. (Phase 2) 
Since starting her university degree Sonia has been encouraged to become a member of two 
professional associations. Becoming a member, she states below, has clarified her understandings 
and supported her own beliefs while also providing the opportunity to explore the beliefs of 
others. 
I can look at how other people see things, look at different resources and how other 
teachers have helped - how other teachers have taught a particular topic… So you’re 
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able to clarify your understandings and other people’s understandings, and so you’re 
able to intertwine it to make your own, to create your own. So that also helps you 
with your ideas so you’re able to look at them and say well I like this idea over this 
one, I might have a look at that one a bit further.  Or you’ve got… I don’t really like 
this one because of this.  So if you’re able to look at other people you’re able to 
create your own, supporting your beliefs and how you would teach it in the 
classroom. (Phase 2) 
Sonia is the only participant who is a member of any professional association. The above 
quote highlights her ongoing conscious pursuit of professional awareness. This search is 
motivated by what she describes as ‘passion’. Sonia is fortunate to have found an inspirational 
mentor and a work culture that has supported her epistemological, interpersonal and intrapersonal 
development, assisting her in the realisation of her professional self. 
6.6.3 Integration of the Three Self-Authorship Dimensions 
In summary, both Sonia’s interviews in Phase 1 and Phase 2 suggest that subsequent to her 
move to external study and full-time work she displayed a reliance on authority and trial and 
error to authenticate her beliefs and practices. At Phase 2 a more critical approach to her learning 
was noted. Sonia looked for evidence to support and extend her beliefs about best practice. 
Previous quotes also established a respect for diversity of opinions and a belief that this diversity 
aids in creating critical collaborative work environments. This more critical approach to learning 
appeared to be a turning point for Sonia where she became more confident in her understandings 
and had the opportunity to explore her beliefs in a supportive and collaborative environment.  
The findings indicate that Sonia’s self-authorship growth at Phase 2, after commencing her 
university study was important. Her comments suggested the use of critical reflection along with 
an independent personal pedagogy, and strong perceptions of professional identity within ECEC. 
Responses from her interview questions about her professional associations also indicate that 
university participation has encouraged affiliation with her professional associations promoting 
professional awareness and a move toward advocacy. A strong relationship between affiliation 
with professional associations and more informed and knowledgeable practitioners is reported in 
Brownlee et al. (2004). Whitebook (1999) also highlighted the importance of professional 
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affiliations for child care practitioners suggesting that they provide a platform for practitioners to 
mobilise activism, defending their economic and professional interests.  
Illustrative of Noble, Macfarlane and Carmel’s (2005) findings that cohesive, collaborative 
environments provide students with the opportunity to critically think and talk about their 
practice enabling them to make connections between the personal and professional, data in this 
study suggest that Sonia’s growth in her self-authorship was guided by the cohesive culture of 
her workplace and support of her mentor. The interview responses suggested that the practices of 
her workplace supported her cognitive, interpersonal and intrapersonal development and the 
development of more defined understandings of her professional identity.  
As Sonia’s profile has evolved the interconnecting relationships between these three 
dimensions of development as proposed by Baxter Magolda (2007) has become evident. The 
relationship between the three dimensions and their growth over Phase 1 and Phase 2 is 
illustrated in figure 6.12 below, highlighting Sonia’s self-authorship development over time.  
      
Figure 6.12. The Integration of the Three Self-authorship Dimensions: Sonia’s Professional 
Identity over Phase 1 and Phase 2 
 
Baxter Magolda would suggest that Sonia’s more complex learning outcomes as evidenced 
in her interview responses are as a result of the development of internal belief systems 
constructed through her critical analysis of multiple perspectives. This is also interconnected with 
the developing internal values that have shaped her personal identities and relationships with 
others. The development of Sonia’s self-authored professional identity can be seen as an outcome 
of her journey from external to internal definition of self.  
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Below Sonia shares her views on professional practice, advocating for cohesive, 
collaborative and reflective workplaces to support professional practice. 
I think it’s about advocating for your beliefs. How you’re able to create a warm and 
caring environment. How you are able to support the holistic child and their 
individual learning needs… Support; listen to others, trusting each other, developing 
open communication skills and expressing their ideas and opinions… Everyone’s got 
the right to speak out on what they believe in but we can’t be the ones to judge who’s 
the best, who’s got the best opinion, because everyone’s different. We’ve got to look 
at everyone’s differences and even their similarities and how their opinions may be 
similar to yours in some aspects. So it all integrates...If we’ve all got different 
opinions then it can all help to create a working and collaborative environment. 
(Phase 2)  
The above quote indicates that Sonia is developing an internal belief system where her 
personal beliefs about professionalism are central to her perceptions of professional identity. This 
is further indicated below where she defines professional identity as beliefs, ideals and values that 
assist her in the workforce. 
Professional identity means your beliefs and your ideas and your values and how that 
helps you in the workforce. So how you believe children learn within the setting and 
continue to have this firm passionate belief throughout your practices. Using this to 
enhance your understanding and be able to explain to other people why you’re an 
early childhood professional. (Phase 2) 
Again in this above quote there is further confirmation of the great importance Sonia places 
on her cognitive development and how this assists her in her interpersonal communication and 
professional discourse. Sumsion et al. (2009) emphasised that in light of current reforms, ECEC 
practitioners will need to rely on their specialist knowledge and their interpersonal expertise in 
working collaboratively respectfully and critically with colleagues, families, community and 
specialist organisations. This professional discourse is a central thread that at Phase 2, as 
indicated below has become fundamental to Sonia’s identity as a professional.  
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Because it is important as a lot of people don’t understand why you do early 
childhood. Why you wouldn’t go to a higher paying profession. So it’s important to 
actually tell them why you’re doing it, advocating for pretty much the rights of the 
child because they’re our next generation. (Phase 2) 
In the above reflection Sonia comments that part of her role as a professional practitioner is 
to educate the general public about the professional integrity of the child care industry. 
Reminiscent of the professional advocacy and activism espoused by Sachs (2003a, 2003b) Sonia 
argues that practitioners need to promote discourses that shape practitioner professionalism and 
in doing so advocate for quality care and education for the child. From the above quotes it is clear 
that Sonia has a strong commitment to her profession and that her self-authorship growth and 
self-authored professional identity support this commitment. 
6.7 Profile 5: Laura - Moving on to University 
This profile follows Laura, a mature age group leader working in a long day privately 
owned child care centre. At the time of her Phase 1 interview, Laura was studying part-time in 
the first year of her Diploma of Children’s Services and working full-time at the centre. Her 
interview took place at the centre during her lunch break. Two years later at her Phase 2 
interview, Laura had completed her TAFE course and continued to work full-time at the same 
centre. Laura is followed through her TAFE studies and continuing professional practice.  
6.7.1 Laura’s Self- Authorship Growth 
Change in self-authorship for Laura is illustrated in Figure 6.13 on the following page and 
discussed in respect to the personal epistemology, interpersonal, and intrapersonal dimensions in 
this section. 
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Figure 6.13. Laura’s Self-authorship Growth over Phase 1 and Phase 2 
 
Personal Epistemology 
As illustrated in Figure 6.13 above, Laura’s Phase 1 data highlight characteristics that 
reflect a practical evaluativist pattern of thinking where she reflects on and weighs up different 
strategies from a variety of sources before coming to her own informed opinion. At Phase 2 
Laura articulates a stronger awareness of her beliefs about knowing and learning and the 
importance of theoretical and empirical evidence to support her personal knowledge. She is one 
of three participants whose data at Phase 2 indicate patterns of thinking identified from within the 
complex evaluativist category. This is the final pattern of thinking within the epistemological 
dimension and shares characteristics with the preceding practical evaluativist pattern related to 
the evaluation of evidence. 
In the Phase 1 quote below, Laura acknowledges a shift from her less critical and absolutist 
style of learning in high school to a more evaluative construction of knowledge at TAFE. She 
now puts more thought into how she comprehends what her lecturers are teaching her. Laura has 
become more metacognitive, indicating below that at Phase 1 she has developed some 
rudimentary knowledge about her thinking. Her more recent study has also presented her with 
computer skills to facilitate her ongoing research. 
I haven’t been in a study environment since I was at high school. So at 40 years of 
age I went back to TAFE and I found that the way I learn now as far as writing things 
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down and reading and being able to use the computer as a tool to research, I found  
that I learn a lot more, actually absorb a lot more information than what I did say at 
school in a learning situation where you just robotically learn things. Now I have to 
think about what I’m going to write and what the lecturer was asking me to do, be 
able to comprehend what they want from me and be able to deliver that in my own 
unique way. (Phase 1) 
Below, again at Phase 1, Laura describes an approach to learning where she now considers 
multiple perspectives in the construction of meaning. This is central to her personal and 
professional growth. Laura’s construction of meaning is contextually situated. She views each 
child and situation as unique and bases her decisions on her practical experience and 
consideration of multiple views.  
I think every child is unique and every child care centre is unique. We can put 
guidelines and limits on what we expect from the children but I feel that there’s no 
right or wrong way to do one thing because I mean we wouldn’t be growing as child 
care workers and in the industry if there was only one way to do something you 
know… So I feel that my own experiences are what guide me to make better – to 
create better practices and just through talking to your co-workers and your director 
or other people in the industry who have done things in different ways. It gives you 
the understanding of looking at things from a different perspective that you may 
never have thought of or different strategies to try. (Phase 1) 
Above Laura describes weighing up multiple views of practice to come to decisions. This is 
characteristic of a practical evaluativist personal epistemology. Laura takes this further below 
with another Phase 1 quote; applying the theory she has learnt from TAFE to her everyday 
practice. Laura does not indicate specifically how she does this. Her reflection implies that she is 
applying the theory to practical situations but not necessarily using theoretical evidence to 
support personal knowledge. Laura it would seem is transitioning from a practical to a more 
complex evaluativist.  
Good practice to me is being able to learn from my own experiences, from what I’ve 
seen the children do and also from understanding their development and what they 
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are capable of doing at their age level and also being able to put the theory that I’m 
learning at TAFE into practice and actually understanding how that ...[the theory]... 
can help me understand how they ...[the children]... learn. (Phase 1) 
Then below, now at Phase 2, Laura describes a further change in her personal epistemology 
since completing her TAFE child care studies. She describes moving from relying on her 
knowledge from TAFE to a more independent, self-awareness and understanding where she has 
become more trusting of her intuition. Laura believes this is due to self-reflection. She has some 
difficulty articulating this change in thinking and describes it on several occasions as 
‘knowingness’.  
I guess when I first started out a lot of what I was learning at TAFE was really my 
key area of learning and putting that into practice. But as I've become more 
experienced, I guess my own knowingness and learning the behaviours of children 
and understanding the children a lot more in depth than I did when I first started, is 
probably in a lot of self-reflection, on my own practice on what I - and writing that 
down to look back on, to see whether that has sort of changed, my attitude's changed, 
my opinions have changed on different things.  I have found that they do as I'm - I 
mainly work with two to three’s, but even working with some of the older children I 
realise that certain behaviours are pretty much the norm for most children, others 
aren't. I've become a bit more discerning in working out different personality traits in 
children and the best way to deal with that. So that's possibly the experience, just 
experience and the knowingness of understanding the children and where they're 
coming from, has probably been how I'd say my learning's changed and trusting my 
own intuition a lot more on things. 
Facilitator: So why do you think you've changed your beliefs about learning? 
Well, because everything changes, you change and your attitude changes, so I guess 
learning for me is more trusting my own experience and my own knowledge and what 
I've gained through my personal experience of interacting with children, rather than 
just relying on theorists and other people's opinions of what they feel is right and 
wrong. (Phase 2) 
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The above quotes suggest growth in Laura’s personal epistemology from her earlier less 
critical approaches to learning, where she accepted knowledge as absolute, to a more active 
construction of knowledge at TAFE. Now at Phase 2 in the above quote, as a more experienced 
practitioner, Laura has become more independent and critically reflective in her thinking.  
In another Phase 2 quote below, there is further indication of Laura’s epistemological 
maturity. Her earlier practical evaluativist beliefs in which she weighed up multiple perspectives 
are again described here. Laura describes a variety of resources that she refers to. These assist her 
in her evaluation of evidence, supporting her professional practice. She specifically highlights the 
benefits of collaboration with her colleagues and parents to achieve objectivity and consistency 
within her practices. Laura is able to value the contribution of others without compromising her 
own personal ideals and viewpoints. She has reached a point where she trusts her intuition.  
Facilitator: How do you go about learning something that you think is important to know 
that would help you to be a good group leader? 
Well, I talk to my director; talk to other group leaders in the centre that I feel may be 
able to offer me some strategies because they're coming from a more objective point 
of view where they're not working with that child every day, so they're not seeing 
everything happens.  But sometimes an outsider can see something a bit more easily 
than what you can, because you're more attached to it.  I will go and do some 
referencing on the Internet, through different sites that may be able to help me.  
There are a lot of resources, books from PLAY CARE, other different types of 
organisations that I can source information from about that...Talking to parents as 
well, find out what sort of strategies they may use at home and whether I can 
implement that at the centre, because then they'll have the consistency. (Phase 2) 
The above quote provides an ideal example of Laura engaging in self-authorship. Her 
personal epistemology, interpersonal and intrapersonal beliefs integrate affording a more 
internally defined sense of self. Further indication of Laura’s professional maturity is evidenced 
in the following quote, where she considers the importance of professional development in 
keeping her informed of new legislation and research.  
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Well, I do feel that it is vital that we're kept up to date with the new ways, especially 
with this new National Quality framework coming in, which is a whole new way of 
looking at it, compared to the old accreditation process. So I feel that if you aren't 
kept up to date then you will find that it does become difficult to implement new ways 
of looking at things. (Phase 2) 
Laura recognises professional development as an important means in keeping up with 
current reforms and to further expand her knowledge. Phase 2 quotes illustrate that her evaluation 
has moved beyond practical strategies to include theory with more complex and critical 
reflection. She has reached a point in her self-authorship growth where she no longer relies on 
receiving knowledge from others. Laura describes this as “trusting” her knowledge and 
experience. This trust in her knowledge has assisted her in developing a strong and internally 
defined sense of self which is explored in detail below.  
Intrapersonal  
The following quotes from Laura’s Phase 1 and Phase 2 interviews establish an 
intrapersonal position that is characterised by her determination to develop a deeper 
understanding of herself and her professional beliefs. Her Phase 2 data highlight characteristics 
from within the independent sense of self pattern of thinking where the development of a strong 
sense of self is evident. This is defined through the critical reflection of multiple perspectives and 
approaches 
At the time of her first interview (Phase 1), Laura had already been working in child care 
for 3 years. Unlike many of the full-time students interviewed, Laura had already established her 
role as a group leader within a child care centre. She had also at this time, developed some 
personal beliefs about how children learn. Below, Laura describes her developing beliefs, 
acknowledging the importance of looking at the whole child. She is establishing her beliefs based 
on her existing knowledge and also describes expanding on this knowledge through being open to 
what she is learning at TAFE. 
We can’t just base our learning structure on one area of development; it's got to be 
on the whole child.  That’s what I’m learning to focus on the child as an individual 
and also as a whole, not just see them in one particular way. Learn to open up what I 
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know and expand on that through my training and through experiences from talking 
to other child care workers, other people in the industry and just using the experience 
that the TAFE teachers also have to be able to be more aware of what we’re doing 
and what impact we have on the children as well. (Phase 1) 
Above, Laura also acknowledges the importance of professional discourse with colleagues 
to assist in this intrapersonal development. We see both epistemological beliefs and interpersonal 
style as contributors in assisting Laura’s intrapersonal awareness. At Phase 1 we would say that 
Laura has a transitioning sense of self, where she is exploring and developing some beliefs about 
practice but she has not yet defined them as her own personal beliefs. At Phase 2 there is 
evidence of Laura’s considerable interpersonal growth since completing her study. Below, she 
shares her satisfaction at having succeeded as a student and how her academic achievements have 
contributed to both her sense of self and professional identity.  
I’ve been studying for three years now and I only wanted to go as far as a Cert III 
and I was so happy with my accomplishments, passing my Cert III and the really 
good grade, the really good feedback that I received from my teachers, I started to 
feel like I could do this and I could make a difference to these children’s lives. That 
was important to me. Not for my sake but I just felt that if I could contribute and 
make these children more self assured, self competent adults then I feel like I’m 
contributing to the world. (Phase 2) 
The above quote highlights how Laura’s success as a student has reinforced her confidence 
as a scholar and child care professional. This self-assurance in her professional abilities is 
contributing to an independent, internally defined professional identity. Laura’s reflection reveals 
a professional identity that goes beyond the self, acknowledging an altruistic commitment to her 
profession. Below, Laura reflects on her need to take her understandings to a higher level to 
further assist her in defining her own beliefs.  
Well, I guess my biggest tool for influencing my development has been my interest in 
wanting to understand at a deeper level or a higher level. My capacity to keep 
learning, and wanting and feeling passionate enough within myself that this is still 
really where I want to be and work with children. But I feel I've gotten to a point 
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where it no longer makes - it's not satisfying for me anymore, I've become a bit 
complacent about things and I feel that moving on and going to university will help 
me achieve that feeling. Also I feel that I do have a lot of valuable skills to contribute 
and I really want to be able to stimulate children's minds and challenge them and 
actually start to... even though I know I'm teaching children, a lot of its play-based, 
Prep is actually, but it's also a lot more structured and they're so willing and ready at 
that age from Prep to Grade 3 to absorb so such more new information. I'd like to be 
able to be a really positive role model and a teacher and see what I can learn about 
myself from it as well. (Phase 2) 
The above quote highlights the importance Laura places on continued learning to assist her 
in both her growth as a professional teacher and her intrapersonal awareness. She expresses a 
commitment to understanding at a deeper and higher level. This commitment to further learning 
was a characteristic held by all three participants identified within the complex evaluativist 
pattern of thinking. Laura believes that moving on to university will assist her in achieving these 
goals. Below she reflects with excitement and a little trepidation about her upcoming enrolment. 
Interestingly, she believes her fellow students will know much more than her but hopes her 
maturity and industry experience will assist her.  
I’m just ready - I'm 44, so a bit of a late bloomer going to uni, but I'm hoping that my 
maturity and my experience in this industry will help me - be a tool that I can really 
use to get myself through uni. Because there's going to be all these little 21 year old 
smarties, and I'm going to be, god, they know so much more than me. [Laughs] 
anyway, so that's how I feel about where I'm at personally at the moment. I'm really 
looking forward to going to uni. (Phase 2) 
Laura seems to be at the point of developing an independent sense of self. She is 
determining how she views herself as a practitioner. Her sense of self is such that she can reflect 
on, explore, and choose her own value system. Laura associates knowledge and an informed 
opinion with professionalism. Her perception of herself as a professional is directly related to 
this. Below Laura’s independent sense of self and her capacity to internally construct knowledge 
seems to be related to her interpersonal development. 
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Interpersonal 
As Laura finished her TAFE study and continued in her professional practice, Phase 2 
quotes underline interpersonal traits characteristic of a constructive collaborator. A constructive 
collaborator can be described as one who embraces individual beliefs and values and 
accommodates for these in their interpersonal engagement. In addition to this, a constructive 
collaborator endeavours to engage with parents and colleagues using an informed and critically 
reflective approach.  
Referring back to her first interview, Laura had been working at the same centre under the 
directorship of the owner for four years. At this time, although an experienced practitioner she 
looked to her director for the confirmation and approval of her opinions. This is evidenced below 
where Laura reflects on how she would go about learning something she felt was important to 
assist her in her role as a group leader. Her first consideration was to seek the opinion of her 
director. 
I guess through talking to my director, she’s really great and I really value her 
opinion... I take in a lot of my director’s opinions and other people I know that have 
worked in the industry. I get a lot of satisfaction from knowing that if I’m unsure 
about my practices that I can go and talk to them and from their opinions they can 
give me I can understand that okay well I’m not doing that wrong.  They’ve maybe 
given me a different way to approach a situation. (Phase 1) 
Laura’s above comment conveys some dependence on her director for the validation of her 
practices and beliefs. This characteristic is typical of an interactive collaborator. Participants 
identified within this pattern seek and rely on the guidance and reassurance of experienced and 
more knowledgeable colleagues. At Phase 2 Laura indicates that she still respects the position of 
her director but her self-realisation has led to a more internal authority where she no longer needs 
the reassurance of others. Laura’s comments below indicate some conflict between centre policy 
and her beliefs about best practice. This suggests that she no longer sees her director as all-
knowing. 
I do find sometimes that it becomes a, well, I'm the director and you're the group 
leader type situation. I do become a bit frustrated that there's certain things that I 
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need to do my job properly and I'm asking her for that support and it sometimes falls 
on deaf ears…It can become a judgmental thing sometimes between directors and 
group leaders and there can be a personality conflict as well there, which can affect 
the effectiveness of her support. I'm looking at it from the point of a group leader and 
my motivation is in the best interests of the children and hers as well, but she needs to 
consider the financial aspect of the business and the legalities of the business, 
whereas that's not my priority sometimes. (Phase 2) 
Laura’s relationship with her director has altered over the course of the study. Her 
responses indicate that she may not agree with her stance on a subject but still respects her 
position. Her move from external reliance to a more internal independence is also evident in the 
way she describes her interactions with the parents at the centre. During her Phase 1 interview, as 
evidenced below, Laura credited her TAFE studies with providing her with the knowledge to 
confidently converse with parents about their child's development. She emphasises the 
importance of an informed opinion when engaging with parents.  
Yes and if I didn’t have the knowledge of what I had been taught at TAFE then I 
wouldn’t feel confident enough to talk to any parents about their children. But I feel 
confident enough that I’m working with their child every day and that I’ve learned 
enough about them to be able to base my opinion on sound knowledge and 
understanding of where their child is coming from. I feel very confident through the 
knowledge base that I have from TAFE and my director and co-workers and parents 
that I can confidently give them an opinion on what I feel they may be able to do with 
that child’s situation. (Phase 1) 
Laura’s informed opinion is based on sound knowledge and understanding. This is 
instrumental in supporting her communication and interactions with parents and colleagues. This 
highlights once again, the importance of sophisticated personal epistemology in supporting 
interpersonal development. In the following quote she also emphasises how she values and 
respects parent’s opinions.  
Well I always try to value, I think, above all, that no-one knows the child better than 
the parent. So the parent’s opinion is very important to me. I find it very rewarding 
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when a parent will come up to me and say that they don’t know how to approach a 
situation and what do I think they could do. (Phase 2) 
From the above quote it would seem that Laura has developed her confidence through her 
professional engagement with parents. Laura indicates that the parents’ belief in her as a 
professional is very gratifying. Below from her first interview, Laura recognises that she may not 
always agree with parents but she respects their opinion. Although Laura is not a parent herself 
she values their role and works with this in mind.  
To respect their opinion even though I may not agree with what they’re saying to me 
but I respect that that is their child and so I work with that all the time. (Phase 1) 
Laura further discusses her approach to working with families in her Phase 2 interview:  
Having the ability to be able to understand many different situations and many living 
circumstances with children and being able to be flexible enough to meet their needs 
and understand the situation of the parents and the child. I feel this is being 
professional. Coming from a place and being detached emotionally from the 
situation, so that you can be a lot more objective and give the child the best possible 
care they need, regardless of their personal circumstances. (Phase 2)  
The above quote emphasises Laura’s belief in the importance of understanding situations 
and being flexible and objective in her dealings with children and parents. Below, she elaborates 
with an example of a difficult situation from her professional practice.  
There have been cases where I've felt that children were being abused and from my 
professional understanding of what it means to be abused, I have found it very 
challenging, to know what boundaries I have? Like for myself and as far as my duty 
of care goes for the child, because parents can be looking to blame someone if you 
say the wrong thing, or you mention something and it can be blown out of proportion. 
So I guess dealing with those sorts of situations has been really interesting and just 
dealing with families in general and understanding their beliefs, their cultural 
backgrounds. (Phase 2) 
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In this quote Laura carefully considers her interpersonal practices when dealing with such 
challenging situations. When describing the complexity of these relationships she takes into 
account her communication style, and the beliefs, and cultural background of the families. 
Laura’s reflections on her interpersonal relationships are mature and insightful and are 
characteristic of the constructive collaborator pattern within the interpersonal dimension of self-
authorship.  
6.7.2 Contextual Influences 
The following quotes explore the communities of practice in which Laura relates. In 
Laura’s specific case this pertains to her part-time TAFE studies and full-time work as a group 
leader in a long day private child care centre. Based on previous discussion it has been 
established that Laura’s self-authorship has matured considerably over the course of this study. 
Laura articulates a more mature awareness of her personal epistemology since completing her 
diploma. She credits her TAFE studies with providing her with the knowledge and skills to 
develop and articulate informed opinions. This she believes has improved her confidence, aiding 
participation in professional discourse. Previous discussion has also established that at Phase 2 
her self-authorship growth, specifically her move from external reliance to internal 
interdependence, has led to a deeper understanding of herself and her professional beliefs. TAFE 
study has contributed to Laura’s knowledge, beliefs and skills that support high quality care and 
practice. Unfortunately it would seem that her work environment does not fully support her in 
enacting these practices. 
Firstly, below, Laura’s views regarding the merits of her three years of part-time TAFE 
study are highlighted. She would recommend TAFE study to prospective child care practitioners. 
I would definitely advise her to study at TAFE, because I felt that if she can do it by 
going to class even better, because of the feedback that you get from your teacher and 
the other students. Just the resource materials that are given to you… and the 
knowledge, I find that most of TAFE teachers had many years of teaching experience, 
which I find really valuable, that it's not just people that have just done their degree 
at uni, or whatever. These people are usually very highly qualified and understand all 
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aspects of child care and I would really advise her that TAFE is a very good option. 
(Phase 2) 
Laura emphasises above that the availability of qualified and experienced teachers at TAFE 
provided her with valuable resources and knowledge. To reiterate, through this study she has 
developed confidence in her capacity to respond, an internal belief system based on critical 
reflection of multiple perspectives and the ability to engage in authentic interdependent 
relationships. From Laura’s reflection it would seem that her experiences at TAFE have 
contributed to her self-authorship growth.  
On completion of TAFE and now a qualified and professional practitioner, how is Laura 
able to enact these beliefs and opinions in her practice? Below, her Phase 2 remarks regarding her 
director, suggest a work environment in which staff opinions are not well valued.  
I can sometimes take things on, on my own initiative and show her that this is why I'm 
saying this, why I want this to happen…Then there can be other times where I'll go, 
okay, well, I've told you this, you're not willing to do anything about it and then if 
accreditation walks through and this is no good, don't come crying to me about it.  
Don't expect me to turn around and fix it, because I'm not going to, because I've 
expressed my opinion and sometimes subtly I will remind her about things. (Phase 2) 
Laura’s above comment could be interpreted as suggesting a conflict between her desire to 
implement her beliefs through appropriate practice and her consideration for the position of her 
director and employer. Below, Laura provides further insight into the centre culture. She depicts 
an environment that encourages staff to ‘add’ to the centre philosophy. Her description of this 
contribution does not suggest collaboration. There is little indication of any constructive group 
collaboration within the centre.  
We're often asked by our director if there is anything we want to add to the 
philosophy of the centre or that type of thing. (Phase 2) 
Laura does however engage in these collaborative practices with her assistant. She reflects 
below that this mutual construction aids her in building trust in relationships with her colleagues. 
The expression “self-reflect with her” is taken to mean evaluation. This comment further 
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evidences Laura’s reflective approach to her practice and how this approach aids in building her 
interpersonal relationships. 
I do really value my assistant's opinion and I try to get her input on everything that 
happens during the day and we both - I will self-reflect with her as well and I feel 
that's the way that I built trust with them as well. (Phase 2) 
As a group leader Laura’s role at the centre is also one of student mentor. Below she 
considers the responsibility of this position, expressing some concern regarding the quality of the 
students learning environment and opportunities. Again, this highlights Laura’s ongoing 
evaluation of her practice and that of the centre.  
I'm very conscious of when I have students, that they're seeing me at my best. So 
that's been interesting for me to look at that as well, because they're there to learn off 
us and I feel like students sometimes get a really - they're not treated with a lot of 
respect in a lot of centres and they don't get the richness or the opportunities on prac 
as they could. (Phase 2) 
Laura’s concern for students and the quality of their experiences emphasises a commitment 
to her profession that is a distinctive intrapersonal feature of her independent sense of self. The 
above quotes suggest that Laura’s beliefs and practices differ to those of the centre generally. 
When exploring Laura’s epistemological beliefs it was established that she was committed to 
ongoing learning. The comment below suggests that ongoing professional development is not 
part of the centre learning culture. Laura expresses a need to move on to university to achieve 
these ongoing learning goals. 
In the last two years I think I've actually only been to one workshop, which was really 
about the Early Years Learning Framework, which is coming into place now. So I 
guess, no, I haven't had the opportunity to do a lot of professional development but, 
as I said, I'm looking at starting uni, so I guess that's what I've been looking forward 
to. That's my drive and my focus to get into that at the moment. (Phase 2) 
Below, Laura goes on to expresses her need for change in terms of her developing 
professional identity.  
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I guess I have come to a point in my professional identity where I feel that it no 
longer satisfies me. I feel like I'm not growing and I think part of that reason is 
because I've stayed in the same centre for six years. In one way it's been like I've 
created a little comfort zone there and I've got really attached to the place and I don't 
feel that that's probably been a good thing for me to do. So I am moving on from this 
centre and this is my last year. (Phase 2) 
Laura’s above comment suggests that she has an emotional attachment to her workplace but 
the current work environment does not provide her with the professional support and challenge 
that she feels is necessary to assist her in her professional identity growth. Laura associates 
professional growth with knowledge, experience and professional discourse which do not appear 
to be fundamental to the centre culture.  
It is clear from her comments, that since completing TAFE, Laura has had little opportunity 
for professional development, discourse, or constructive collaboration within her workplace. 
Laura’s comments also suggest that she has reached a point where these frustrations, it would 
seem, are impacting on the relationship with her director and her job satisfaction.  
6.7.3 Integration of the Three Self-Authorship Dimensions 
Over the course of this study Laura’s developing confidence as a student and a practicing 
child care professional has been evident. Laura has reached a place where her perception of 
herself as a professional early childhood practitioner is grounded in strong, self-authored beliefs 
and practices. As Laura’s profile has progressed the interconnecting relationship between the 
three dimensions of self-authorship, with specific emphasis on the importance of sophisticated 
personal epistemology have become evident. The exploration of these dimensions and the 
contextual factors that Laura has negotiated over the course of her journey, have assisted in 
understanding her developing professional identity. As illustrated in Figure 6.14, at Phase 2, 
Laura has been identified as holding characteristics from within the self-authored professional 
identity pattern. 
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Figure 6.14. The Integration of the Three Self-authorship Dimensions: Laura’s Professional 
Identity over Phase 1 and Phase 2 
 
Illustrative quotes have suggested that from Phase 1 to Phase 2 Laura has developed a 
capacity to internally generate her beliefs. Successfully completing her studies at TAFE has 
strengthened her perception of herself as both a student and a professional practitioner. This is 
evident in her epistemological growth, specifically her capacity to reflect critically. This has been 
a significant factor in Laura’s developing understandings of who she is as a professional. Laura’s 
trust in her professional intuition and her desire to understand at a deeper level has enabled her to 
challenge beliefs and question authority that in the past she would have accepted without 
question. Her need for ongoing professional development has led her to the decision to move on 
to university. Laura is the third of our five profiled participants to make the decision to move on 
to higher education so as to further her professional knowledge and understanding. This finding 
corroborates the challenging and ongoing issue of retaining qualified and experienced 
practitioners in the sector (Bretherton, 2010). Below Laura comments that university study will 
help her to become a more educated and experienced professional. 
I am looking forward to ...[university study]... creating and expanding my thinking 
and my attitudes and my experience by understanding other philosophies. Seeing 
different ways of doing things and using it to create a better personal identity for 
myself and make myself a more educated and experienced professional and to go on 
to teach that to children and other people. (Phase 2) 
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Laura’s above comment suggests she is looking for opportunities to further her education 
and professional understandings, expanding her thinking and building on her personal beliefs, 
practices and identity. Early, et al. (2007) emphasised the importance of ongoing professional 
development for practitioners to augment formal qualifications and impart specialised skills and 
knowledge. Professional development as highlighted in the review of literature also provides 
opportunities for professional association and discourse with likeminded professionals (Watson, 
2006a). The comment below suggests that Laura’s desire to expand her thinking and attitudes, to 
become a better teacher are driven by her altruistic ideals rather than financial gain.  
A professional child care worker is someone who is caring, loving, empathic, 
compassionate, mature and willing to have an open mind. They need to be able to 
connect and relate to children of all ages, not just the children that you're caring for. 
Seeing child care as something that is really important within yourself, something 
that you're choosing to do, that you're not just going to work because of the pay 
packet every day, which I don't think many of us do anyway. ...[Laughs]... But, yes, 
having the willingness to want to make a difference in a child's life and to really 
understand their developmental needs, emotionally, mentally and physically. (Phase 
2) 
Laura’s decision to move on to university may be seen as a result of her internally 
constructed self-authored professional identity. Laura’s desire to take her knowledge to a higher 
level through critical discourse with likeminded professionals will no doubt continue to assist her 
in further defining her own beliefs and identity as a university student and early childhood 
teacher. It is unfortunate however that in an industry so in need of staff with professional drive 
and values, that Laura’s workplace culture did not support her continued professional growth and 
she felt the need to move on.  
6.8 Summary  
This chapter presents the findings from Phase 2 of the study and profiles which show 
changes over time from phase 1 to Phase 2. As highlighted in the concluding section of each of 
the five participant profiles presented in this chapter, an in-depth understanding of the integration 
of the three self-authorship dimensions with their strong links to child care practitioner 
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competencies (critical reflection, collaboration and a strong sense of self) were used to describe 
the nature of their professional identity at Phase 1 and again at Phase 2. The exploration of the 
dimensions highlighted their interconnectivity and emphasised their dynamic relationship. This 
in-depth understanding illustrated how the development of a self-authored professional identity 
can be seen as an outcome of the journey from external to internal definition of self.  
This chapter addressed the research question: How do child care practitioners understand 
and negotiate their professional identities as they move from being vocational education students 
to work in child care contexts? Several key findings emerged from the data which address this 
question. 
First, findings from the analysis of the 15 Phase two interviews suggest that nine 
practitioners remained emergent in their negotiation and understanding of their professional 
selves with their perceptions of professional identify as yet, not clearly articulated. The 
emergence of the self-authored practitioner at Phase 2 indicates however, that with the support of 
management and mentors who promote ongoing professional development, professional 
association and opportunities for critical reflection, a self-authored practitioner with clear 
perceptions of themselves as being early childhood educators is a possibility.  
Second, findings suggested that professional identity was constructed over time as 
participants shifted from external to internal construction of knowledge and personal beliefs. The 
patterns of thinking for self-authorship for participants as they completed their vocational training 
and became child care practitioners indicated a third pattern of professional identity development 
and understanding: a self-authored professional identity. The three participants identified within 
this pattern had reached a place where their perception of themselves as professional early 
childhood educators was grounded in strong, self-authored beliefs and practices. These three 
participants were identified at Phase 2 of this study with the capacity to reflect critically. 
Interview responses indicated the ability to independently negotiate viewpoints and develop 
personal understandings, beliefs and values about their practice with young children. These 
internally defined beliefs it would seem, assisted them in both negotiating professional practice 
and developing clear and strong understandings of themselves as professionals. Typically these 
practitioners expressed their respect for the needs and beliefs of others. Their responses suggested 
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that they critically negotiated other perspectives to determine their own pedagogical beliefs and 
expressed a commitment to advocating for their position as early childhood professionals. 
Third, as illustrated through quotes in the participant profiles, during their Phase 2 
interviews participants noted and discussed the specific nature of their workplaces and the 
connections these sociocultural contexts had to their professional identity development. Several 
factors emerged from the analysis of these data regarding these contextual connections. 
 The importance of professional associations in developing professional awareness was 
a significant factor in Sonia’s journey toward a self-authored professional identity. 
Sonia was the only participant to become a member of a professional association. She 
became a member of two organisations when she started her university study. Sonia 
states that membership in her associations clarified her understandings and supported 
her own beliefs while also providing the opportunity to explore the beliefs of others. 
 Participants including Sonia, Laura, Judith and Helen who were involved in more 
cohesive and reflective workplace cultures indicated more sophisticated personal 
epistemologies in their responses to interview questions. Three of these participants 
were consequently identified as holding self-authored professional identities at Phase 
2. Helen’s professional identity development was such that she remained within the 
emergent professional identity pattern with suggestions of limited confidence in her 
professional ability as group leader.  
 Four participants including Sonia, Wendy, Helen and Laura emphasised the 
importance of supportive mentors to guide and support professional practice for early 
career practitioners. Sonia described her mentor as both inspirational and 
knowledgeable and supportive of her decision to pursue her interest in special 
education and move on to university. Wendy and Laura both expressed a need for 
more supportive mentors and directors who provide access to ongoing professional 
development and more in-depth understandings about practice.  
 Several participants expressed the need for professional development to promote a 
stronger knowledge base and help to support their communication with parents and 
more experienced and educated colleagues. Although some centres provided ongoing 
professional development both Wendy and Laura commented that more follow-up and 
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discussion about these sessions was necessary. Of the five participants profiled Sonia, 
Laura, Wendy and Helen all recognised a need to continue their studies in order to 
improve their knowledge base. All expressed their intention to leave their positions in 
child care to achieve this. 
Finally, Phase 2 findings supported findings from Phase 1 which emphasised the 
interconnectivity of the three dimensions of self-authorship with interview data also suggesting 
that the personal epistemological dimension or the capacity to reflect critically was essential in 
the construction of participants’ interpersonal and intrapersonal awareness. It would also seem 
from the analysis of interview data that professional identity for those practitioners with the 
capacity to critically reflect, both independently and collaboratively, was more clearly defined 
and articulated. These participants with more sophisticated personal epistemologies (complex 
evaluativists) demonstrated a capacity for critical reflection. They saw knowledge as constructed 
by weighing up multiple perspectives with a belief that knowledge is personally constructed, but 
evidence based thus allowing less reliance on experts. This interpersonal capacity for 
interdependence, the ability to negotiate other perspectives respectfully and engage in genuine 
collaborative relationships was such that the self-authored participants at Phase 2 had developed 
an internally defined sense of self. Participants were able to articulate their professional beliefs 
and apply their decision-making and knowledge construction to their professional practice. 
Baxter Magolda (2007) also proposed that the personal epistemology dimension reflecting the 
ability to make meaning by seeing cognitive complexity in any aspect of our lives is the 
foundation that underlies the other dimensions, encompassing both intrapersonal and 
interpersonal development.  
In the next chapter of this thesis the findings presented in Chapters 5 and 6 are interpreting 
in light of the literature and the overarching theoretical framework. The implications of the study, 
limitations of the research, and further research opportunities generated from the findings of this 
thesis are highlighted.  
Discussion and Conclusions    212 
Chapter 7 : Discussion and Conclusions 
7.1 Introduction 
The aim of this final chapter is to address the research questions outlined in this study through 
review and discussion of the major findings. This research has investigated the nature of the 
professional identities of child care practitioners as they transition from students in a vocational 
education course to group leaders or assistants in long day child care centres. An interval of two 
years between Phase 1 and Phase 2 interviews provided time and opportunity for participants to 
establish themselves in their acquired roles and engage in professional practice. The outcomes of 
this study provide evidence to suggest that a professional identity based on self-authorship may 
provide practitioners with the skills to reflect critically and establish strong and respectful 
interpersonal partnerships with colleagues, parents and the community. 
 Two central research questions were addressed in this research and presented in Chapters 5 
and six. 
1. In what ways do child care students consider their professional role and identity and 
position themselves as educators of young children within the context of their 
vocational study? 
2. How do child care practitioners understand and negotiate their professional identities 
as they move from being vocational education students to work in child care contexts? 
As highlighted in the concluding section of each of the five participant profiles presented in 
Chapter 6, an in-depth understanding of the integration of the three self-authorship dimensions 
established the nature of participants’ professional identity. This highlighted the dynamic interplay 
between the three dimensions identifying how the development of a self-authored professional 
identity can be seen as an outcome of the journey from external to internal definition of self. Self-
authorship involves a holistic view of promoting and understanding construction of meaning or 
ways of knowing (Meszaros, 2007). In this study, it provides a pragmatic way of looking at 
professional identity by understanding the three integrated self-authorship dimensions in child care 
contexts. 
The first section of this chapter discusses the key findings regarding practitioners’ 
professional identities within the context of their vocational study and in their work in child care 
contexts (addresses Research Questions 1 and 2). Following this, the significance of the three 
Discussion and Conclusions   213 
 
distinctive patterns of professional identity and the role of sociocultural contexts will be examined. 
The final sections will address limitations of the study and further research opportunities generated 
from the findings of this thesis. 
7.2 Key Findings: Practitioner Professional Identity in Vocational 
Study and Work Contexts 
Findings from both Phase 1 and Phase 2 suggested that professional identity was negotiated 
and formed over time as participants shifted from external to internal construction of knowledge 
and personal beliefs, in the context of their vocational study and early career practice. Two distinct 
patterns of professional identity emerged in Phase 1 which described the nature and negotiation of 
participants’ professional identity during vocational study, addressing research question one. 
Participants identified within the first pattern, as having a tentative professional identity, relied 
heavily on the unquestioned direction of experts with beliefs about practice collected from these 
experts rather than internally constructed through a sophisticated critically reflective personal 
epistemology (such as a complex evaluativist perspective). In the second pattern, an emergent 
professional identity, participants’ personal epistemology was such that although they reflected on 
practice, it did not go beyond practical strategies to include theory. Knowledge claims associated 
with their study and practice during field placement were not challenged or critically evaluated by 
including multiple perspectives. These participants also looked to their teachers and more 
experienced and knowledgeable practitioners to validate their beliefs about practice. Responses to 
interview questions indicated that none of the students at Phase 1 had developed confidence in their 
knowing and learning about work in child care, to the point that they were engaging in critical 
reflection. This suggests that personal epistemology is evident across all dimensions of self-
authorship, with the capacity to reflect critically significant in the transformation to a stronger sense 
of self and clear perceptions of professional identity. 
At Phase 2, as students entered professional practice, only three practitioners developed more 
sophisticated personal epistemologies, which reflected the capacity to reflect critically on multiple 
perspectives (complex evaluativists). This is an important key finding that addresses research 
question two, highlighting that only three participants’ had reached a place where their perception 
of themselves as professional early childhood educators was grounded in strong, self-authored 
beliefs and practices. This third pattern was characterised by practitioners’ sophisticated personal 
epistemology and the capacity to engage in critical reflection. This critical reflection assisted them 
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in their independent negotiation of many viewpoints, including research and theory, as well as their 
ability to clearly articulate intrapersonal understandings about their practice with young children. A 
focus on critical reflection in workplace professional development and collaboration is recognised 
in the new national quality standards as an effective method of ensuring the establishment and 
maintenance of high quality programs for young children and their families (DEEWR, 2009). 
Brownlee et al. (2011) also emphasised that critical reflection enables practitioners to evaluate 
multiple perspectives and come to evidence-based judgments in child care. This critical reflection 
can enable practitioners to be more socially responsive, self-directed and less dependent on false 
assumptions.  
The importance of the participants’ interpersonal relationships with TAFE teachers, 
colleagues and parents over Phase 1 and Phase 2 has emerged as another key finding. The majority 
of participants were identified within the emergent professional identity pattern at Phase 2 (n=12). 
For these participants, the dependent nature of their relationships, specifically their limited capacity 
to engage critically with colleagues and parents is connected to both their self-authorship growth 
and professional identity development. The importance of such collaborations is outlined in the 
Australian national quality standards. Specifically, it is recognised in these standards that 
engagement with other practitioners in collaborative, challenging and supportive environments can 
further develop skills, teaching practices and interpersonal relationships (ACECQA, 2011)   .  
The interpersonal dimension for self-authored practitioners was described as constructive 
collaborators. This was evident in the expressed respect for the needs and beliefs of others. They 
critically and respectfully negotiated other perspectives to determine their own pedagogical beliefs, 
to make decisions and to solve complex problems. These participants emphasised the importance of 
supportive mentors to guide and support them in their early career practices. They expressed a need 
for more supportive mentors and directors who provide access to professional development and 
more in-depth understandings about practice. Miller et al. (2011) also suggested that the culture of 
the workplace and interactions within the workplace underpin practitioners’ images of themselves 
as professionals.  
Unlike the participants identified within the tentative and emergent patterns of professional 
identity, the self-authored practitioners articulated an intrapersonal commitment to advocating for 
their position as early childhood educators and professionals. Fenech et al. (2010) suggested that an 
activist focused professional identity stems from strong beliefs about the importance of 
collaborative action, critical reflection, equity, and social justice. From the interview responses of 
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these participants it could be interpreted that that these internally defined goals, beliefs, and values 
had become the foundation of their personal philosophy which defined their work with young 
children and their families. Conversely, participants identified within the emergent professional 
identity pattern, expressed beliefs and values about practice with children that were typically 
replications of those espoused by respected authority figures. The transformation to an internally 
defined sense of self evident in self-authored practitioners seems to involve a shift from 
predominantly accepting knowledge from authorities to constructing knowledge oneself based on a 
range of perspectives (Baxter Magolda, 2001). This demonstrates once again the pervasiveness of 
personal epistemology across dimensions. 
The most significant outcome of this research has been the application of self-authorship as a 
new framework for understanding the negotiation and development of child care practitioners’ 
professional identity. I know of no research that has drawn on self-authorship theory to examine 
changes in child care practitioners’ professional identity as they enter professional practice. Self-
authorship theory has provided a way to understand child care practitioner competencies (critical 
reflection, collaboration and a strong sense of self) in terms of professional identity. 
Studies examining a diverse range of topics in regards to teacher professional identity agree 
on four central assumptions that align with the findings of this study and with self-authorship and 
sociocultural theory: that professional identity is influenced by context, formed through 
relationships, is unstable and shifting and involves knowledge construction and meaning making 
(Rodgers & Scott, 2008). To date, as highlighted in the review of literature, professional identity 
research in the field of child care has tended to focus on individual elements relating to practitioner 
professionalism such as critical reflection, collaboration, the importance of the self or the 
sociocultural influences which shape professional identity. This study has contributed a new way of 
theorising professional identity by focussing on how professional identity can be understood 
through the interplay of all of these elements. Through the framework of self-authorship this study 
encompasses the exploration of the integration of the three self-authorship dimensions with specific 
emphasis on personal epistemology as practitioners negotiate their sociocultural contexts.  
7.3 Practitioner Professional Identity: The Influence of Sociocultural 
Context  
An individual’s professional identity evolves when attributes from within their profession are 
adopted through a process of socialisation (Beijaard et al., 2004; De Ruyter & Conroy, 2002). It can 
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be seen as an interaction between their personal experiences and the social, cultural, and workplace 
environments in which they engage (Sleegers & Kelchtermans,  as translated and cited in Van den 
Berg, 2002). In Figure 3.1 in Chapter 3, the sociocultural model for understanding professional 
identity illustrated the various sociocultural aspects of professional identity. In the outer layer, it 
highlighted the broader social, political, and economic sociocultural contexts, that shape practitioner 
professional identity through, as discussed in Chapter 2, the historical development of ECEC 
services particularly, government policy agendas. In the middle layer, it illustrated the immediate 
sociocultural contexts, specifically workplace communities of practice. It is this workplace culture, 
the immediate roles within the culture and what practitioners do in interaction with significant 
others that underpins their image of themselves as professionals (Miller et al., 2011; Urban, 2008). 
In the inner layer, the individual level of professional identity was represented using self-authorship 
theory. Here the practitioner’s growth of an internally defined professional identity was theorised 
through self-authorship. This inner level provides the foundation upon which practitioners negotiate 
both the broader and more immediate contexts through more sophisticated personal epistemologies, 
with the capacity to critically reflect on multiple perspectives.  
As participants in this study negotiated both the broader and more immediate sociocultural 
contexts, it became apparent that their professional identity was closely associated with their role or 
status within their workplace. These roles and the terminology used to identify them are related to 
the nature of practitioner personal status within their community of practice and their perceptions of 
professional identity. A study by Mevawalla (2011) found that perceptions of child care 
practitioners professional identity were inherently linked to raising their professional status through 
pride in the self as a professional. Their perceptions of their status within ECEC were divergent and 
intertwined with their appointed roles and position within their workplace. There was a general belief 
that due to a lack of general knowledge about the importance, role and function of early childhood 
education, the wider community associated long day-care settings with child-minding. Likewise, as 
acknowledged in the Australian Senate Committee’s Inquiry into the Provision of Child Care 
(2009) practitioner professional status or lack of it is associated, in part, with the terms used to 
define their roles within the ECEC field. Practitioner understandings of their professional identity 
and the roles they obtain as a result of their negotiation of the sociocultural contexts define who 
they are as ECEC practitioners. These are discussed in turn below. 
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7.3.1  A Tentative Professional Identity 
Three participants were identified as holding a tentative professional identity at Phase 2. They 
described their roles within their community of practice as being strongly linked with practical 
routine tasks of the child care centre. These tasks are seen by the workforce as ‘caring’ attributes 
and are associated within the broader sector as auxiliary to the role of educator (Australian 
Government Productivity Commission, 2013; Bretherton, 2010; MacFarlane & Lewis, 2004; 
Watson, 2006b). All three of these participants were from the student cohort who had transitioned 
into professional practice from full-time study with data suggesting that as students they had 
minimal opportunities for individual or collaborative critical reflection of practice. Collaboration for 
these practitioners did not generally extend beyond the sharing of ideas, with understandings about 
practice formed through observation and acceptance of authority. As highlighted previously, as full-
time students field placements were often the only opportunity for these participants to develop 
interpersonal relationships with children, parents and fellow practitioners. Unfortunately only two 
participants describe communities of practice, where, as students on placement, they were given the 
opportunity to interact with parents beyond casual greetings. Likewise none of these participants 
mentioned professional affiliations or collaborations in the community.  
While formal training is a key period in developing practitioners’ professional identity, prior 
research has emphasised that successful transition into professional practice may be facilitated by 
the informal support of mentors within cohesive communities of practice (Moody, 2009). 
Opportunities for students and new practitioners to participate in supportive, critically reflective 
communities of practice where they are valued as pedagogical partners are paramount (Bretherton, 
2010). Understandings about practitioners’ self-authorship growth including the negotiation of their 
immediate work  contexts suggest that without opportunities for individual and group construction 
of knowledge through critical reflection these participants as students and early career practitioners 
had limited opportunities to develop their personal pedagogies or philosophies. This, it would seem, 
also limited the development of their sense of themselves as professionals beyond that of an 
assistant or support person.  
7.3.2 An Emergent Professional Identity 
As highlighted earlier, nine participants were described within the emergent professional 
identity pattern. Interview responses suggested that the nature of their professional identity was 
such that their beliefs were strongly influenced by their valued and trusted teachers and more highly 
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qualified colleagues. A concerning issue drawn from the findings of this study is that only three of 
the 15 participants transitioning from student into professional practice expressed confidence in 
their educative role as group leaders with the remaining twelve conveying limited regard for 
themselves as early childhood educators.  
The role and position of the participants identified within the emergent pattern of professional 
identity was not generally perceived by themselves, their colleagues or the community as that of 
teacher or educator. Nor were these practitioners limited by the role and position of carer. Wendy 
and Helen’s comments suggest that their own perceptions of themselves as child care workers rather 
than educators was due in part to the lack of confidence in their interactions with centre parents and 
their more highly qualified and experienced colleagues. Interview data as highlighted in their 
profiles, suggested that this was a consequence of their narrow knowledge base and ability to 
clearly and confidently articulate their viewpoints. Wendy and Helen who were both profiled in 
Chapter 6, acknowledged that they were searching for more opportunities for knowledge acquisition 
and professional development to assist them in their professional practice. 
Although some participants indicated that they experienced provision for ongoing learning 
within their communities of practice, in most cases this was limited. Research is clear in stating that 
ongoing professional development is significant in improving practitioners’ professional practice 
(Early et al., 2007) and shaping their perceptions of themselves as professionals (Moloney, 2010; 
Moloney & Pope, 2013). The level of qualification and content of training and education required to 
be an ECEC practitioner is seen to be a key to changing perceptions of practitioner professional 
standards and the acknowledgement of early childhood education as a distinct pedagogical field 
with an emphasis on child-centred learning (Watson & Axford, 2008).  
An important finding of this study is that self-authorship and professional identity has 
remained relatively unchanged for 12 participants as they transitioned from study into professional 
practice. The exception to this was Sonia, Laura and Judith who developed a self-authored 
professional identity and perceptions of themselves as early childhood educators and advocates. 
This also establishes the connection between professional identity, self-authorship and the 
importance of the immediate sociocultural contexts (communities of practice) in which students and 
practitioners study and work, as highlighted in Figure 3.1. Cohesive communities of practice 
seemed to enhance participants’ professional identity. The close consideration of the key elements 
of self-authorship: personal epistemology, interpersonal, and intrapersonal development provided a 
useful understanding of the associated practitioner competencies of critical reflection and 
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collaboration. An in-depth understanding of the interplay between these elements provides an 
effective framework for understanding the negotiation of professional identity across these study 
and work contexts.  
7.3.3 A Self-Authored Professional Identity 
Each of the three participants identified within the self-authored professional identity pattern 
followed different paths on their journey toward self-authorship. Sonia, for example, one of the 
three participants described as holding a self-authored professional identity, indicated the most 
significant self-authorship growth between Phase 1 and Phase 2 interviews. Sonia’s personal 
epistemological growth matured from that of practical reflection at Phase 1 during her TAFE study, 
to a complex evaluativist at Phase 2. Three stages were evident in her journey from external to 
internal definition of self. These stages as articulated by Baxter Magolda (2010) involved: following 
external formulas, which was evident during her TAFE studies; the crossroads, developing when 
her internal voice was guided by participation in a cohesive community of practice and by a 
passionate and supportive mentor and finally self-authorship, when she encountered university and 
association with likeminded professionals.  
At Phase 2, Sonia’s ability to assess competing ideas and to generate new ideas and 
knowledge, both independently and in collaboration with others, was underpinned by her 
sophisticated personal epistemology and her capacity to reflect critically. Her comments indicated a 
more theoretical and informed evaluation of knowledge. As noted by Boes et al. (2010) and, as 
evidenced in this study, participants’ reflective capacity is a key characteristic of self-authorship. 
This coupled with the development of a coherent, consistent sense of self supported Sonia’s 
perception of herself as an early childhood educator. Unlike most of the other participants, Sonia 
expressed confidence in her personal knowledge.  
Sonia’s complex learning outcomes, much like the two other self-authored participants were 
facilitated by the development of strong internal belief systems constructed through critical 
reflection of multiple perspectives. The development of her internal belief systems was also 
interconnected with her developing internal values about working with young children which 
shaped her sense of self and collaborative engagement with colleagues and families. Because 
meaning-making is closely associated with thinking processes, personal epistemology, the cognitive 
dimension, is seen as a “strong partner” in the growth of self-authorship (King, 2010, p. 170). Hofer 
(2010) suggested in fact, that participants’ personal epistemologies, their capacity to reflect 
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critically may moderate the development of interpersonal and intrapersonal development in self-
authorship. This focus on critical reflection again highlights self-authorship as an important 
framework through which to investigate child care practitioners’ developing professional identity.  
Findings from this research illustrated in Sonia’s profile, highlight her self-authoring capacity 
for interdependence, her ability to respect her own and others’ needs, negotiate other perspectives 
and through agency advocate for both children and the ECEC profession. Sonia also expressed a 
strong commitment to her profession. Central to her professional self is her role in promoting 
discourses that shape practitioner professionalism and in doing so advocate for quality care and 
education for the child. Fenech et al. (2010) proposed that this perspective extends thinking about 
professional practice to include activism based on collaborative action, critical reflection, equity and 
social justice issues. Osgood (2006b) also emphasised the importance of practitioner agency as an 
ability to proactively make decisions and resist oppression, essential when considering the 
relationship between policy dissonance, identity construction and competing definitions of 
professionalism. 
Findings from this study suggest that self-authored individuals such as Sonia, with an 
internally defined sense of self and strong perceptions of themselves as professionals, are better able 
to negotiate such practices.  
As suggested in her Phase 2 interview, Sonia’s sophisticated personal epistemology evidenced 
by her personal constructions of knowledge, were integral to the growth of her mature interpersonal 
communication and collaboration with children, parents and colleagues. The rapid growth in all 
self-authorship dimensions during the 24 month interval between interviews as suggested by her 
comments may be connected to the cohesive nature of her workplace. Her depiction of her 
community of practice described a workplace culture in which management promoted critical 
reflection, constructive collaboration and ongoing professional development. With the support and 
encouragement of her mentor Sonia’s aspiration to continue her study and move into special 
education was also realised. Experiences in cohesive, professional environments such as these, with 
energetic, inspiring and supportive mentors may contribute to the development of stronger 
perceptions of professional identity (Noble, 2007).  
It is in her account of her university experience that Sonia also expresses her affiliation with 
professional associations and the contribution of this professional affiliation to her professional 
awareness and identity. Sonia is the only participant who expressed any association with a 
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professional body. With the exception of Sonia, Laura, Judith and Helen, the remaining 
practitioners even at Phase 2 while in professional practice, were not aware of any professional 
associations available for child care practitioners. Whitebook (1999) emphasised the value of 
professional affiliations for practitioners suggesting that they provide a platform for activism and 
the defence of practitioners’ economic and professional interests. In this current climate of policy 
reform practitioners may benefit significantly from such affiliation. A search of literature has 
revealed that there is limited research on the benefits of professional affiliations for child care 
practitioners. The identification of connections between a cohesive community of practice and more 
sophisticated personal epistemology illustrates the importance of the sociocultural context in 
allowing practitioners to engage in reflection and discussion that lead to greater insights about 
practice and increased learning to be effective in the early childhood educator role.  
7.4 Research Implications for Vocational Education and Professional 
Practice 
This section highlights the implications of the findings of this study for both professional 
practice and vocational training. From a sociocultural perspective, many factors, from the macro 
level of changing social and political influences (Lasky, 2005) to the more immediate communities 
of practice and the micro level of self-authorship development, can alter the formation of 
practitioners’ professional identity. Both vocational field placements and professional practice 
allow for extensive socialisation to occur with findings from this research suggesting that some 
environments are potentially more conducive to positive aspects of self-authorship growth and 
professional identity development than others. Kelly (2006) espoused this sociocultural perspective 
on professional identity highlighting the importance of the social and working contexts for 
individual learning processes. Through collaboration and participation in the professional 
community, practitioners move from novice to engaging in expert practice.  
Findings from this study align with the report from the (Australian Government Productivity 
Commission, 2013) which reported that vocationally-trained practitioners may not be adequately 
prepared to negotiate the new early year’s curriculum framework as critically reflective 
practitioners. There is a concern that these vocationally-trained practitioners will continue to reside 
outside of the education sector without the competencies that will allow them to develop strong and 
independent perceptions of themselves as early childhood professionals (Australian Government 
Productivity Commission, 2013). As noted earlier, a key finding of this study has been the 
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connection between practitioner involvement in more cohesive and critically reflective study and 
work environments and clearer understanding and articulation of their professional identity. This 
correlates with findings from Ledoux et al. (2008) who noted that when early childhood education 
students were engaged in contexts in which they are able to show initiative and collaborate with 
workplace mentors they had more positive and rewarding experiences during their training. These 
results indicate a need for training institutions and workplaces to move beyond competency-based 
training approaches to include more critically reflective approaches to learning. Students who are 
able to reflect critically are empowered to be more socially responsive, self-directed and less 
dependent on false assumptions with stronger and clearer perceptions of themselves as early 
childhood professionals  
It is proposed, from the findings of this study that self-authorship with its emphasis on 
personal epistemology may support high quality practice, collaborative pedagogical practice, 
practitioner activism and advocacy and clearer, better articulated understandings of professional 
identity for child care practitioners. It is also proposed that these practices and more holistic 
understandings of professional identity may assist in improving the status and recognition of the 
sector and support workforce retention.  
The challenge to attract, support and retain beginning practitioners with clear and independent 
perceptions of themselves as professionals within ECEC is a continuing concern for long day care 
and education services. Of the 38 participants originally interviewed in Phase 1 of this study only 
fifteen chose to remain in ECEC. None of these were male. Of these 15 participants, six indicated, 
in their Phase 2 interviews, their intention to leave their positions in long day child care centres. The 
motivations behind this decision reflect the broader sociocultural contexts which continue to impact 
on practitioner professional identity (Sumsion, 2007). Justification as to why they chose not to 
continue in child care included: poor financial remuneration; low status and lack of recognition; 
dissatisfaction with the culture of their workplace and a need to further both their professional 
knowledge and professional awareness in preparation for a more prestigious teaching career. These 
findings align with existing evidence that vocationally-trained graduates are being lost from the 
sector (Elliott, 2006b).  
A focus on self-authorship, with its emphasis on critical reflection, collaboration and personal 
beliefs and values may assist ECEC communities of practice in supporting active participation in 
more pedagogically orientated environments. This may promote the evaluation of competing ideas, 
generate the construction of new ideas, and facilitate the development of a clear, consistent sense of 
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professional identity for practitioners. It is proposed that that such an approach based on self-
authorship may in fact provide a platform on which to build a culture change in vocational 
education training for child care practitioners. This study proposes that self-authorship theory may 
provide a conceptual framework for professional development for child care practitioners in their 
pursuit of a clear and independent professional identity. Such a culture change may assist in 
attracting and retaining beginning practitioners who have clear and independent perceptions of 
themselves as professionals within ECEC.  
7.5 Limitations of the Study  
This research through the use of self-authorship as a theoretical framework, offered a new 
perspective on child care practitioners’ professional identity as they transitioned from student to 
professional practitioner. However, there are several limitations to this research. The scope of the 
research was not large. It was limited by the number of participants willing to be involved in the 
initial study. Although great effort was made to encourage participation, the confidence of child 
care students to be involved in research was a major deterrent that limited the number of 
participants willing to participate in the research. There was also a significant reduction in sample 
size from Phase 1 to Phase 2. The purpose of the Phase 2 was to engage participants from Phase 1 
who were still engaged in child care practice or pursuing further study in the ECEC field. Less than 
half the original participants met the criteria for inclusion. This reflects the significant level of 
attrition of those who enrol in the child care vocational course, the Diploma of Children’s Services, 
but who do not remain in the field to work in child care or other services with children. Therefore 
the sample size for Phase 2 was not as large as was expected. It also reflected the gendered nature of 
this field of work as there were no male participants. 
Qualitative research does not necessarily seek generalisability of findings; therefore the 
application of the findings from this research to other national contexts or settings may be limited. 
This is because of different policy contexts that determine qualifications for work in child care and 
the different sociocultural and regulatory contexts in which child care services. However, the 
findings from this research should be broadly applicable to all Australian state jurisdictions because 
of the national regulations that govern qualifications for child care work, as well as the 
commonality of the training package for all students across Australia. Additionally, there are broad 
similarities in everyday practice in child care centres because of the common curricula in the EYLF 
and the National Quality Standards.  
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7.6 Future Research  
The findings of this research have added to a body of qualitative research about the nature and 
development of vocationally-trained practitioners’ professional identity development. This research 
provides new insights. The use of sociocultural theory as an overarching meta-theoretical 
framework for understanding professional identity has specifically highlighted the significance of 
the more immediate workplace contexts, and the individual self-authorship characteristics of 
practitioners. The use of self-authorship as the substantive theoretical lens has facilitated the 
collection and analysis of in-depth data highlighting three central areas of individual ECEC 
practitioner development: personal epistemology, interpersonal, and intrapersonal development. 
There is no evidence, to date, of any other research that has developed in-depth understandings of 
the interconnections between these dimensions of professional development and their relationship 
to child care practitioner professional identity.  
A number of fundamental considerations have evolved from this research in regards to the 
support of practitioners in the development of their professional identity which would benefit from 
future research and consideration. These include: further research into the broader political, 
economic and societal influences which may impact on practitioner professional identity such as the 
design and implementation of ECEC vocational training packages; the opportunities and 
experiences provided for ECEC students while on placement; the culture of ECEC workplaces in 
light of NQF reforms; the need for supportive mentors for students entering professional practice; 
opportunities for ongoing professional practice to support vocationally-trained practitioners; the 
development of professional associations that support the needs of vocationally-trained practitioners 
and the need for an overarching professional body for ECEC that outwardly supports the 
participation of vocationally-trained practitioners as active pedagogical partners in professional 
practice . 
Further research is also necessary to gain insight into future perceptions of vocationally-
trained practitioners’ professional identity. This research could be extended further in a longitudinal 
manner to examine participants’ professional identity development as they negotiate NQF reforms 
once fully implemented in 2014. This again would prove difficult with the pool of participants now 
limited to six remaining in practice. A search of literature has also revealed the need for further 
research about professional affiliations for child care practitioners. Little research has been done in 
this area and none to my knowledge specifically relating to professional identity.  
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7.7 Conclusions 
It is clear that the future development of early childhood services including the 
implementation of the NQF is dependent on the attraction and retention of qualified and committed 
practitioners (Standing Council on School Education and Early Childhood, 2012). A shift is needed 
in the way the public regards the sector, the way the sector itself recognises vocationally-trained 
practitioners and most importantly how these practitioners perceive themselves (Woodrow, 2008). 
The findings of this study make it reasonable to conclude that the development of practitioner 
professional identity can be related to practitioner self-authorship growth: their personal 
epistemology, interpersonal and intrapersonal development. Findings have emphasised that personal 
epistemology, specifically the capacity to critically reflect on multiple perspectives, is fundamental 
to the development of self-authorship.  
This framework provides a new way of understanding practitioner professional identity. It 
makes a unique contribution through its use of self-authorship theory to explore child care 
practitioners’ personal epistemology in relation to professional identity. The holistic nature of 
understanding personal epistemology, social relationships and the self makes this focus on self-
authorship a useful way of understanding professional identity in the work context. Baxter Magolda 
and King (2007) proposed that self-authorship should be a central goal of higher education and, as 
argued in this thesis, vocational education. It provides an understanding of the dimensionality of 
professional identity. This can provide a basis on which training programs and providers could 
build a sense of professional identity in students in child care training courses; contribute to the 
building of a strong and sustainable early childhood workforce; and improve the quality of practice. 
It is proposed that vocationally-trained practitioners through a focus on self-authorship can also 
influence the nature of the sociocultural contexts in which child care services currently operate. 
Through an increased sense of the work in child care as a professional and skilled endeavour, then a 
greater sense of professional satisfaction and pride in the quality of practice delivered to children 
and families may occur. The research presented in this thesis makes an important contribution to 
research that can build and sustain the ECEC workforce. 
.
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Phase 1 Interview Questions and Rationale 
1. Children’s learning: Questions about children’s learning reflect participants’ personal beliefs about practice. Questions reflected developing beliefs and their personal 
early childhood philosophy.  
 How do you think children learn? 
 Can you think of an experience you have had with a child where you noticed that he or she had learnt something? 
 How do you know when a child has learnt something? 
 Can you think of a time when you thought differently about children’s learning? Tell me about it. Why do you think you have changed your beliefs?  
 How has your training helped you to understand how children learn? 
Using photo prompts 
 Can you tell me about this situation? What were your goals for the children to learn?  
 Can you tell me more about this activity and why it is important?  
 Can you tell me why this is an important aspect of your practice? 
 What are your expectations of the children/child to learn in this situation? 
2. Personal learning: Questions about personal learning gave insight into participants’ beliefs about knowing and learning and the degree to which they critically reflect 
and evaluate on their own and others practice – personal epistemology. In Phase 2 practitioners changing beliefs about knowing and learning were also explored. 
 How do you go about learning something that you think is important to know that would help you to be a good group leader?  
 How do you know when you have learnt something? 
 What are the most important ways in which your current course is helping you learn about child care practice? 
3. Self-authorship questions gave insight into participants’ expectations of parents, advisors, and others in authority (Creamer & Laughlin, 2005). Answers highlighted 
reliance on expert opinions. They reflected how participants resolved competing knowledge claims and offered insights into their views of their own role in decision 
making.(Creamer & Laughlin, 2005). 
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Personal epistemology - reasons for valuing someone’s opinion reflect views about knowledge and how knowledge claims are judged. 
 Do you agree with the idea that there are no right answers to child care practice? 
 Do think that anybody’s opinion is as good as another? 
 How do you use other people’s opinions about child care practice? 
 If you have gathered other people’s opinions and need to make a decision, how do you use those opinions? 
Interpersonal – Communication and collaboration with lecturers, colleagues and centre staff. Answers reflect the perceived expectation of those in authority. 
 What are the most important ways in which your current course is helping you learn about child care?  
Cohort 2 were also asked: 
 Are there people who have had a significant influence on your role in child care? Who are these people and how have they influenced you?  
 Why are these people’s opinions important to you? 
Intrapersonal- How participants resolve competing claims. Answers reflect participants’ role in decision making. If people had different views how would you handle them? 
 What sources of knowledge about practice in child care do you most trust? 
Cohort 2 were also asked: 
 What sources of knowledge about practice in child care do you most trust? 
 If these people had different views about what you do in your role as a child care worker how would you handle these different viewpoints 
4. Professional identity- was explored in Cohort 1 and 2 through participants’ responses to questions about children’s learning and personal epistemology. These 
questions reflected participants’ developing beliefs and personal early childhood philosophy. Their views about knowledge construction were explored as was their 
independence in decision making and in the construction of personal beliefs. A direct question about influences on practitioners’ professional identity was put to Cohort 
2. Specific questions about professional identity were put to all participants at Phase 2. 
 Can you think of a time when you thought differently about children’s learning? Tell me about it. Why do you think you have changed your beliefs?  
 How do you use other people’s opinions about child care practice? 
 If you have gathered other people’s opinions and need to make a decision, how do you use those opinions? 
 What sources of knowledge about practice in child care do you most trust? 
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Cohort 2 were also asked: 
 How does your learning in the field influence how you think about your identity as a child care practitioner?  
 Can you describe a situation working with children in your field experience where you had to make a difficult decision? Would you tell me the story about what 
happened, including how you handled the decision and how others helped or hindered you in dealing with it?  
Probes: 
 Why did you make this decision? (Pizzolato, 2005).  
 What went through your head when you found yourself in this situation? (Pizzolato & Ozaki, 2007).   
 What options did you have?  
 What did you decide?  
 How did you make the decision?  
 Were you pleased with the decision? If so, why? 
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Phase 2 Interview Questions and Rationale 
1. Children’s learning: Questions about children’s learning reflect participants’ personal beliefs about practice. Questions reflected developing beliefs and their personal early 
childhood philosophy.  
(Implicit) Questions about beliefs around working with children. 
 What do you think are your strengths in working with others – colleagues, parents, and children?  
 How have you learnt since working in child care about developing interpersonal relationships with others? 
2. Personal learning: Questions about personal learning gave insight into participants’ beliefs about knowing and learning and the degree to which they critically reflect and 
evaluate on their own and others practice – personal epistemology. In Phase 2 practitioners changing beliefs about knowing and learning were also explored. 
 How do you go about learning something that you think is important to know that would help you to be a good group leader? 
 How do you know when you have learnt something? 
 Can you think of a time when you thought differently about your own learning? Tell me about it? Why do you think you have changed your beliefs about learning? 
3. Self-authorship: is an ability to construct and evaluate knowledge claims in context (personal epistemology), to genuinely consider other perspectives without being 
consumed by them (Interpersonal), and to construct an internal identity separate but sensitive to internal factors (Intrapersonal)  
Self-authorship questions gave insight into participants’ expectations of parents, advisors, and others in authority (Creamer & Laughlin, 2005). Answers suggested reliance on 
expert opinions. They reflected how participants resolved competing knowledge claims and offered insights into their views of their own role in decision making.(Creamer & 
Laughlin, 2005). 
Personal epistemology- reasons for valuing someone’s opinion reflect views about knowledge and how knowledge claims are judged. 
 Do you agree with the idea that there are no right answers in child care practice? 
 Do you think anybody’s opinion is as good as another? 
 How do you use other people’s opinions about child care practice? 
 Would you like to do further study or in-service? How do you think this would assist you in your practice? 
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Interpersonal – Communication and collaboration with lecturers, colleagues and centre staff. Answers reflect the perceived expectation of those in authority. 
 How have you learnt since working in child care about developing interpersonal relationships with others? 
 Who has most influenced the development of your professional identity? How have they influenced you? 
 What do you think are your strengths in working with others – colleagues, parents, and children? 
 What do you believe are the important skills needed in child care work to build relationships with:  
Probes: 
o Other staff -: What are the challenges in building relationships with your colleagues? 
o Parents - What are the challenges? 
o Children- What are the challenges? 
Intrapersonal- How participants resolve competing claims. Answers reflect participants’ role in decision making. If people had different views how would you handle 
them? 
 If these people had different views to you, about what you do in your role as a child care practitioner how would you handle these different viewpoints? 
4. Professional identity: integrates the three dimensions of self-authorship to develop insight into how participants develop and negotiate perceptions of their professional 
identity.  
Professional identity was explored in Cohort 1 and 2 through participants’ responses to questions about children’s learning and personal epistemology. These questions reflected 
participants’ developing beliefs and personal early childhood philosophy. Their views about knowledge construction were explored as was their independence in decision making 
and in the construction of personal beliefs. A direct question about influences on practitioners’ professional identity was put to Cohort 2. Specific questions about professional 
identity were put to all participants at Phase 2. 
Scenario 
A close friend is considering studying at TAFE so as to become a group leader in a Long day child care centre. She says she loves young children and the idea of assisting them in 
their early learning really appeals to her. She has heard that the pay is not high and that as far as teaching is concerned the position is not highly valued. 
 What would you advise her? 
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 What do you believe are the benefits and challenges of studying at TAFE and taking on a career in child care? 
 What identifies a Group leader as a professional? 
Probes: 
o What does being a professional Group leader mean to you? 
o What qualities should a professional group leader hold? 
o What are your best qualities as a child care practitioner? 
 
 Are you a member of any professional associations? Which ones? How does this assist you in your work? 
 What is meant by professional identity?  
 How did your training influence the development of your professional identity? 
 In your current position, what have been key experiences in shaping your professional identity? 
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PARTICIPANT INFORMATION FOR QUT RESEARCH PROJECT 
 
Professional Learning for Child Care Work – Self authorship as a framework for understanding child care 
workers professional identity 
 
Research Team Contacts 
Angela Edwards – 
Researcher 
A/Prof Dr Jo Brownlee – 
Supervisor 
Prof Donna Berthelsen – 
Associate Supervisor 
Prof Gillian Boulton-
Lewis – Associate 
Supervisor 
School of Early childhood  School of Early Childhood School of Early Childhood School of Early Childhood 
0431 148 441 3138 3080 3138 3173 3138 2670 
  Email    
 
DESCRIPTION 
We are currently engaged in a research project exploring the professional development of child care 
workers. The research focuses on the beliefs that child care workers hold about their work. The project is 
designed to explore participants’ beliefs about their professional learning, Identity and practices for working 
with young children and their families. 
We hope to again involve individuals who participated in the research project in 2008 when they were 
interviewed while students in a TAFE course. This is the longitudinal aspect of this project that explores the 
career paths of students who enter child care training programs and their beliefs about learning and practice in 
a changing child care policy context. 
This project is being undertaken as part of a Masters project for Angela Edwards.   
PARTICIPATION 
In 2008 you were interviewed in the course of your practicum in a child care centre as part of this 
research project, Professional Learning for Child Care Work. In 2010 we will be conducting follow-up interviews 
to explore how your beliefs about learning and practice have changed. We will also be exploring your 
perceptions of professional identity. The audio-taped interview will take place at a location and time 
convenient to you. You will receive a $50 Myer voucher as reimbursement for your time and expenses. The 
interview will take approximately one hour. Examples of the interview questions are:  
 Who has most influenced the development of your professional identity? How have they influenced 
you? 
 If these people had different views to you, about what you do in your role as a childcare worker how 
would you handle these different viewpoints? 
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Your participation in this project is voluntary. If you do agree to participate, you can withdraw from participation at 
any time during the project without comment or penalty. Your decision to participate will in no way impact upon 
your current or future relationship with QUT (for example your grades).  
EXPECTED BENEFITS 
It is expected that this project will not directly benefit you. However, it may benefit research into the professional development of child 
care workers. 
RISKS 
There are no risks beyond normal day-to-day living associated with your participation in this project. 
QUT provides for limited free counseling for research participants of QUT projects, who may experience discomfort or distress as a 
result of their participation in the research.  Should you wish to access this service please contact the Clinic Receptionist of the QUT 
Psychology Clinic on 3138 0999.  Please indicate to the receptionist that you are a research participant. 
CONFIDENTIALITY 
All comments and responses are anonymous and will be treated confidentially.  The names of individual persons are 
not required in any of the responses. No identifying information will be released in any reports of the research. 
Information that you give will only be directly accessed by the QUT Research Project Team. Reports on the 
research will be used for educational purposes, at conferences, and in research publications. 
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE 
We would like to ask you to sign a written consent form (enclosed) to confirm your agreement to participate. 
QUESTIONS / FURTHER INFORMATION ABOUT THE PROJECT 
Please contact the researcher team members named above to have any questions answered or if you require further information about the 
project. 
CONCERNS / COMPLAINTS REGARDING THE CONDUCT OF THE PROJECT 
QUT is committed to researcher integrity and the ethical conduct of research projects.  However, if you do have any concerns or complaints 
about the ethical conduct of the project you may contact the QUT Research Ethics Unit on +61 7 3138 5123 or email 
ethicscontact@qut.edu.au. The Research Ethics Unit is not connected with the research project and can facilitate a resolution to your 
concern in an impartial manner. 
Thank you for helping with this research project.  Please keep this sheet for your information. 
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CONSENT FORM FOR QUT RESEARCH PROJECT 
 
Professional Learning for Child Care Work 
 
 
Research Team Contacts 
Angela Edwards – 
Researcher 
A/Prof Dr Jo Brownlee – 
Supervisor 
Prof Donna Berthelsen – 
Associate Supervisor 
Prof Gillian Boulton-
Lewis – Associate 
Supervisor 
School of Early childhood  School of Early Childhood School of Early Childhood School of Early Childhood 
0431 148 441 3138 3080 3138 3173 3138 2670 
    
STATEMENT OF CONSENT 
By signing below, you are indicating that you: 
 have read and understood the information document regarding this project 
 have had any questions answered to your satisfaction 
 understand that if you have any additional questions you can contact the research team 
 understand that you are free to withdraw at any time, without comment or penalty 
 understand that you can contact the Research Ethics Unit on +61 7 3138 5123 or email 
ethicscontact@qut.edu.au if you have concerns about the ethical conduct of the project 
 understand that the project will include audio recording 
 agree to participate in the project 
Name  
Signature  
Date  /  /   
Please return this sheet to the investigator. 
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Early Childhood Education and Care Positions and Qualifications 
Queensland, Australia 
 
Position 
 
Minimum qualification Qualification description 
Assistant 
Supports the group 
leader to manage and 
care for a group of 
children. May also assist 
developing and 
delivering the early 
childhood program. 
 
Certificate III in Children’s 
services 
 
Requires completion of set units at any registered 
Australian training organisation (1 year 
equivalent)  
Group leader 
Under the guidance and 
instruction of the director 
a group leader develops 
plans and implements the 
early childhood program, 
leading a group of 
children. 
 
Diploma of Children’s 
Services 
 
Prerequisite completion of the Certificate III in 
Children’s services at any registered Australian 
training organisation. (2 year equivalent ) 
Early Childhood 
Teacher 
 
Delivers specific 
learning programs, 
usually in long day care 
or kindergarten services 
  
Bachelor of Early Childhood 
Education (Birth to Five 
Years) 
 
University degree (4 year equivalent) 
Centre director 
Manages and oversees 
the early childhood 
service's operation 
including managing 
staff, administrative 
tasks, implementing 
programs and policies 
and assisting with 
communication between 
staff and parents. 
 
Advanced Diploma of 
Children’s services 
  
Prerequisite completion of the Diploma of 
Children’s services (3 year equivalent ) 
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